THE ART OF 

'tyfcting 




The ^rt of 



JOHN DOLMAN, Jr. 

University of Pennsylvania 


i 



HARPER & BROTHERS, PUBLISHERS 


NEW YORK 



THE ART OF ACTING 
Copyright, 1049, by Barper 6 * Brothers 
Printed in the United States of America 
All rights in this book are reserved. 

No part of the book may be reproduced in any 
manner vihalsoever viitlumt written permission 
except in the case of brief Quotations embodied 
in eriticel articles and reviews. For information 
address Harper hr Brothers 
F IKS T ED mow 


C-B 



To the Memory of My Grandmother 
Elizabeth Jane Phillips 
(Mrs. John Nickinson) 

1830-1904 

Who in Her Forty-Five Years on the Stage 
Played Many Parts and Played Them Well 




Contents 


PifflEACE 

xvii 

I. The Genesis of Acting 

I 

11 . The Actor's Relation to His Audience 

13 

III. The Attitude of the Audience 

22 

IV. The Dual Function of the Actor 

32 

V. Emotion in Acting 

40 

VI. Imagination in Acting 

54 

VII. The Actor and the Play 

63 

VIII. The Actor and His Part 

73 

IX. Rehearsing 

87 

X, Reading the Lines 

lOX 

XL Comedy 

118 

XII. Tragedy 

146 

XIII Reaction and By-Play 

169 

XIV. The Actor’s Voice 

187 

XV. Stage Diction 

00 

0 

XVI. Bodily Action 

238 

XVII. Performance 

00 

10 

Bibliography 

285 

Glossary oe Stage Terms 

299 

Index 

307 




List of Illustrations 


(The illustrations in this book, grouped in 32 plates, are, with some excep- 
tions, only indirectly related to the text. They are chosen partly to give 
the young student of acting a lively consciousness that his art is an old one 
and did not begin with the Hollywood picture industry or with' his home- 
town high-school plays, and partly to suggest something of the atmosphere 
in which the book was written, since many of the pictures hang on the walls 
of the author’s home or repose in his albums and scrapbooks.) 

These illusirations follow page 4s: 

Plate I. David Ganich 

a. Garrick studying Macbeth. From an old print in the author’s collec- 
tion, after a painting by R. E. Pine. 

b. Garricli as master of ceremonies at the Stratford Jubilee in 1769. 
From Parsons’ Ganich and His Circle (Methuen, London), after a 
portrait by "Van der Gucht in the British Museum. 

c. A Worcester china mug used ^y Garrick to pledge the memory of 
Shakespeare at the Stratford Jubilee, 1769. Courtesy of Arthur 0 . 
Redgrave, Esq., the present owner. Photo by David Seymour. 

d. Garrick and Mrs. Pritchard as Macbeth and Lady Macbeth. A much 
publicized print, after an original in the British Museum. 

Plate 2. Stars of long ago. 

a. Richard Burbage. From an old print in the author’s collection. 

b. John Lowin. From an old print in the author’s collection 

c. Thomas Betterton. From an old print in the author’s collection 

d. Peg Woffington. From an old engraving, after a contemporary paint- 
ing; artist unidentified. 

e. Sarah Kemble Siddons. From an old print in the author’s collection, 
after a painting by Sir Joshua Reynolds. 

f. Edmund Kean. From an old print in the author’s collection. 

Plate 3. A leading theatre of stoch-company days. 

a. The Arch Street Theatre Polka. From the original (published in 
Philadelphia, 1861). Courtesy of the Atwater Kent Museum of Phila- 
delphia. The cover was lithographed, with a photograph of the the- 
atre pasted on. 

iz 



List of Illustrations 
Dinf, 4 Arch Street Theatre handbills. 

" SS 3« -ts’O. In tin ante's coUscte. 

print, after a contemporary photo- 
'*' ^ 1, of tire Theatre Colledion, Nevr York Public Library. 

a fa’^SoercLke From an old print to the ante's coUcclion. 

t {Jfc^aey. From Joseph Whitten's Wags 0/ l/.s Slags, prescn- 

a. ^iriSr ^r'a^tee ante's coltoctlon based on 

ejSM^^rSS'Tphoto by Bradley andEnlofson,^^^^^^ 

■ by Mrs. Bowers to Mrs. E. J. Phillips, and now m the author s col- 

f. John^Dolman, From a sketch in the author’s collection, after a 

g. Joto Gilbe^^ From a photo (taken some years later) by Mora in the 

author’s collection. , oo t sv 

h. John McCullough. From a publicity photo current in 1883. In the 

author's collection. _ , a au 

i. E. L. Davenport, as OtheUo. From an engraving presented to the 

author by May Davenport Seymour. 


Plate 6 . The king of robust actors. ^ zt • • 

a. Forrest as Metamora. From Alger’s Life of Edwin Forrest (Lippin- 

cott, 1877). 

b. Forrest as Spartacus. From Alger’s Life of Edwin Forrest. 

c. Edwin Forrest. Engravii^ by John Saxtain, autographed by Edwin 
Forrest; presented to the author by the late Mrs. George Wood, 
widow of the first recipient, who was a New York theatre manager. 

d. Forrest as Othello. From Alger’s Life of Edwin Forrest. 

e. . Forrest as King Lear. From Alger’s Life of Edwin Forrest. 

Plate 7. Some contemporaries of Forrest. 

a. William Charles Macready. From an old print in the author’s col- 
lection, after a photograph. 

b. Charles Dickens. From an old print in the author’s collection. 

c. James Edward Murdoch. From Murdoch’s The Stage (1880). 

d. Charlotte Cushman. From an old photograph in the author’s collec- 
tion. 



List of Illustrations 


XI 


Plate 8 , Stage pioneers. 

a. Edwin Thomas Booth. From a photo by Sarony in the author’s col- 
lection. 

b. Lawrence Barrett. From a photo by Mora in the author’s collection. 

c. Booth as lago. From a print in the author’s collection, after a con- 
temporary photograph. 

d. Barrett as King Lear. From a photo by Mora in the author’s collec- 
tion. 

e. William Seymour. From a photo by Mora in the author’s collection. 

These iUustraUons follow page io6: 

Plate p. Popular stars of the post-Civil-War decades. 

a. Lester Wallack. From a photo by Gurney in the author’s collection. 

b. “Lotta” (Charlotte Crabtree). From aphoto by Sparks in the author’s 
collection. 

c. Fanny Davenport. From an old photograph in the author’s collection. 

d. Joseph Jefferson as Rip Van Winkle. From an old photograph in the 
author’s collection. 

Plate 10. A long run in the seventies, 

a. Program of Our Boys. From a satin original in the author’s collection. 

b. Lily Glover. From a photo by Gilbert and Bacon in the author’s col- 
lection. 

c. Mrs. Phillips. From a photo by Gilbert and Bacon in the author’s col- 
lection. (Mrs. Phillips made her reputation as Miss E. J. Phillips — 
her real name — and later became Mrs. John Nickinson. Newspaper 
critics, hearing that she was married but knowing her only by her 
stage name, erroneously called her Mrs. E. J. PhiEips, and the name 
stuck in spite of many public corrections.) 

d. Lizzie Harold. From a photo in the author’s coUection, 

e. Charles Stanley. From a photo by Gilbert and Bacon in the author’s 
collection. 

Plate II. A long run in the eighties. 

a. Program of Jim the Penman. From a satin original in the author’s col- 
lection. 

Plate 12. A few of the Palmer players, 

a. Clara Morris. From a photo by Sarony in the author’s collection, 

b. J. H. Stoddart. From Stoddart’s Recollections of a Player (Century 
Co., 1902). Photo by Jansen. 



xii List of Illustrations 

c. May Robson. From a photo by Conly in the author’s collection. 

d. E. M. Holland. From a photo by Rockwood in the author’s collection. 

e. Maud Harrison. From a photo by Falk, presented by Miss Harrison 
to Mrs. E. J. Phillips, and now in the author’s collection. 

f. W. J. Le Mo3aie. From a photo by Sarony, presented by Mr. Le 
Moyne to Mrs. Phillips, and now in the author’s collection. 

g. McKee Rankin as Jacques Frochard in The Two Orphans. From a 
photo by Sarony in the author’s collection. 

h. Annie Russell. From a photo by Rockwood in the author’s collection. 

i. Harry Woodruff. From a photo by Falk in the author’s collection. 

Plate 13. The Daly company. 

a. Augustin Daly’s stock company in the farce A Night Off. From a 
contemporary publicity photo. 

b. John Drew. From an old newspaper cartoon, artist unidentified. 
Courtesy of the Theatre Collection, New York Public Library. 

c. Otis Skinner. From an old reproduction of a contemporary photo- 
graph, in author’s collection. 

d. Ada Rehan. From a photograph in the author’s collection. 

e. Mrs. G. H. Gilbert. From a photograph in the author’s collection. 

f . John Drew and Ada Rehan. From a photo by Sarony in the author’s 
collection. 


Plate 14. Foreign stars successful in America. 

a. Sarah Bernhardt. From a photo in the author’s collection. 

b. ^rah Bernhardt. From a photo by Sarony in the author’s collection 

c. Helena Modjeska. From a photo by Gilbert and Bacon in the author’s 
collection. 

d. Tommaso Salvini as Ingomar. Courtesy of the Theatre Collection. 
Museum of the City of New York. 

Plate 13. Masks or faces. 

a. Constant Coquelin. From The Theatre (London), 1887. 

' “ dd engmring after a baa-rdief by Saint- 



List of Illustrations xiii 

Plate i6. A portrait gallery on cigarette cards. 

a. A selection from the author’s collection. 

These UhtslraUons follow page 170: 

Plate If, A famous revival of J8g6. The Rivals. 

(Six illustrations from the souvenir program of the production, in the 

author’s collection. Photos by Falk.) 

a. Joseph Jefferson as Bob Acres. 

b. Mrs. John Drew as Mrs. Malaprop. 

c. Francis Wilson as Fag. 

d. Robert Taber as Captain Jack Absolute. 

e. Julia Marlowe Taber as Lydia Languish. 

f. W. H. Crane as Sir Anthony Absolute. 

Plate 18. Stars of day before yesterday. 

a. Richard Mansfield as Baron Chevrial in A Parisian Romance (1883). 
From a copy of a contemporary photo by Falk. 

b. Robert B. Mantell as Macbeth. From a photograph by Sarony. 
Courtesy of the Theatre Collection, Museum of the City of New York. 

c. William Gillette as Sherlock Holmes. Courtesy of the White Studio, 
New York. 

d. E. H. Sothern and Julia Marlowe as Romeo and Juliet. From Towse’s 
Sixty Years of the Theater. Courtesy of the Funk and Wagnalls Co. 

Plate ip. Stars of yesterday. 

a. Frank Bacon in Lightnin’. From a photo in the Drama Magazine. 

b. George M. Cohan in Dear Old Darling. Courtesy of the White Studio, 
New York. 

c. Maude Adams in The Little Minister. From a print in the author’s 
collection, after an unidentified photograph. 

d. Mrs. Fiske (Minnie Maddern). From a print in the author’s collec- 
tion, after an unidentified photograph. 

Plate so. Comedy old and new. 

a. Wilfred Clarke as the Gravedigger in Hamlet. From an old photo- 
graph. Courtesy of the Theatre Collection, Museum of the City of 
New York. 

b. Hugh MiUer as Alfred Jingle in Pickwick. From a reproduction of a 
photo by Wide World Studio. 

c. Charles McNaughton as Sam Weller and Bruce Winston as Tony 
Weller in Pickwick. Courtesy of White Studio, New York. 

d. Brian Aherne and Katharine Cornell in The Barretts of Wimpole 
Street. Photo by Vandamm, New York. 



xiv List of Illustrations 

e. Dorothy Gish and Louis Calhem in The Great Big Doorstep. Photo by 
Vandamm, New York. 

Plate 21. Unforgettable characterizations. 

a. Katharine Cornell as Mary Fitton in Will Shakespeare. Photo by 
Vandamm, New York. 

b. Tyrone Power as “the drain man” in The Servant in the House. From 
the book of the play, by permission of Harper’s. Courtesy of May 
Davenport Seymour, Museum of the City of New York. 

c. RoUo Peters as Romeo. Courtesy of the Theatre Collection, Museum 
of the City of New York. 

d. Jeanne Eagels as Sadie Thompson in Rain. Photo by the White 
Studio, New York. 

e. Richard B. Harrison as De Lawd in Green Pastures, Photo by Van- 
damm, New York. 

Plate 22. Some leading players of our time. 

a. John Barrymore. Portrait photo by Vandamm, New York. 

b. John Gielgud as Hamlet. Photo by Vandamm, New York. 

c. Ethel Barrymore as Miss Moffat in The Com Is Green. Photo by 
Vandamm, New York. 

d. Eva LeGallienne as Queen Katharine in Henry VIII. Photo by 
Vandamm, New York. 


Plate 23. Unforgettable scenes superbly acted. 

a. Darnel Poole as Lincoln in If Booth Had Missed. From a photo by 
White Studio. Courtesy of Dr. D. E. Plugge (Daniel Poole). 

b. Walter Hampden as Cyrano in the duel-in-rhyme scene. Courtesy 
of the Museum of the City of New York. Photo by White Studio. 

Plate 24. Players of the Moscow Art Theatre. 

(Six illustrations from the souvenir program of their American visit, printed 
in Leipzig, In the author’s collection,) 

Portrait of Constantin Stanislavsky. 

b. Stanislavsky as Gaiev in The Cherry Orchard. 

c. Olga Knipper-Tchekhova as Masha in The Three Sisters. 

d. Ivan Moskvin as Epikhodov in The Cherry Orchard. 

e. Marm Ouspenskaya as Charlotte in The Cherry Orchard. 

f. Vassily Katchalov as The Baron in The Lower Depths. 

TAerfi follow ^age 

Plate 25. American tragic acting at its peak. 
a. Alice Brady in Mourning Becomes Electra. Photo by Vandamm. 



XV 


"List of Illustrations 

Plate 26. Characterization in make-up, 

a. Helen Hayes as the young queen in Victoria Regina (with Vincent 
Prince as Albert). Photo by Vandamm. 

b. Helen Hayes as the old queen in Victoria Regina. Photo by Vandamm. 

c. Maurice Evans as Falstaff in Henry IV, as produced by Margaret 
Webster. Photo by Vandamm. 

d. Vassily Luzhsky, of the Moscow Art Theatre, as Firce in The Cherry 
Orchard. From the souvenir program. 

Plate 27. Hushand-and-wife teams on and ojf stage. 

a. The Lunts in Reunion in Vienna. Photo by Vandamm, 

b. The Lindsays in Life With Father. Photo by Vandamm. 

Plate 28. A distinguished revival of Greek tragedy. 

a. John Gielgud as Jason and Judith Anderson as Medea, in the Robin- 
son Jeffers version of Euripides’ Medea, directed by Mr. Gielgud. 
Photo by Fred Fehl, New York. 

b. Judith Anderson as Medea. Photo by Philippe Halsman, courtesy of 
Life. 

c. John Gielgud and Judith Andemon in the final scene of Medea. Photo 
by Philippe Halsman, courtesy of Life. 

Plate 2g. Outstanding characterizations of recent years. 

a. Wesley Addy as Hotspur in Henry IV, as produced by Margaret 
Webster. Photo by Vandamm. 

b. Ingrid Bergman as Mary Gray in Joan of Lorraine. Photo by Van- 
damm. 

c. Oscar Homolka as Unde Chris in I Remember Mama. Photo by Van- 
damm. 

d. Leo Carroll as George Apley ia. The Late George Apley. Photo by 
Vandamm. 

Plate 30. Reaction and by-play. 

a. Entrance of the Kirbys in You Can’t Take It With You, as produced 
by the Theatre Guild. Photo by Vandamm. 

b. Entrance of the Grand Duchess in You Can’t Take It With You, as 
produced by the author for The Players Club of Swarthmore. Photo 
by David Ullman. 

c. Fishkin tells his story in Jim Dandy, as produced by the author for 
The Players Club of Swarthmore. Photo by John F. Spencer. 

d. The Okie children attack Barnaby Gaul, in Love’s Old Sweet Song. 
Author’s production for The Players Club of Swarthmore. Photo by 
Samuel Crothers, Jr. 



xyi List of Illustrations 

e. The pitchman outdoes the Timt salesman in Lm's Old Sweet Song, 
Author’s production for The Players Club of Swarthmore. Photo by 
Samuel Crothers, Jr, 

Plate ji. Some memoraUe chafocterkations by non-professionals, 

a. Phyllis Beidler (Mrs. H. A. Myers) as Electra in Euripides' play at 
Pennsylvania State College. Courtesy of the Penn State Players, 

' Arthur C. Cloetingh, director. 

b. Jean Milne and William Whitney as the Widow Cagle and Pap Todd 
in Sun-Up, as produced by Lincoln Atkiss for The Players Club of 
Swarthmore. 

c. Stafiord W. Parker as Papa in Papa Is AU, as produced by Dr. A. F, 
Jackson for The Players Club of Swarthmore. 

d. Marian Brill (Mrs. Stanley Chamberlin) as The Actress, with J. Kirk 
Merrick as The Actor, in The Guardsman, as produced by The Plays 
and Players of Philadelphia. Photo by Classic Studio, Philadelphia. 

e. Philip R. Whitney as Fishkin in Mm Dandy. Author’s production for 
The Players Club of Swarthmore, Photo by John F, Si)encer. 

Plate The preacher tries to practice, 

a. The author as Sir Toby Belch. Backstage sketch by Helen L. Evans. 

b. The author as Bottom in A Midsummer Night's Dream, Photo by 
David Seymour. 

c. Cartoon of the author, as Sir Toby, murdering Shakespeare. Sketched 
by Helen L. Evans in a cartoon series for The Players Club of 
Swarthmore. 

d. The author as Sir Peter Teazle. Photo by David Ullman. 

e. The author as Inspector Donahue in a scene from The Thirieenth 
Chair, Directors, Roland G. E. UUman and J. William Simmons. 
Photo by George Jones. 



Preface 


TTIKE its predecessor, The Ari of Play Production, this, book is for the 

^ beginner, but not the dabbler. It presupposes no stage experience or 
previous instruction in acting, but it does presuppose an inquiring mind, 
some degree of literacy, and some such maturity of attitude as might 
reasonably be expected of students in college, or of those more numerous 
students who, lacking the opportunity for academic study, are trying to 
arrive at equally good results by reading and thinking for themselves. It is 
for the reader who is not fooled by the glamour of the footlights into sup- 
posing that good acting is easy, or that the actor with talent has nothing to 
learn. In other words, it is for the actor who really means business, whether 
his ultimate objective is a professional career, an avocation in community 
theatre work, a richer appreciation of the arts in general, or simply the fun 
that an ardent hobby-rider gets out of really mastering his hobby. 

I should be the last person to suggest that the art of acting can be 
learned entirely, or even mainly, from books — ^much less from one book. 
The student actor should seize every opportunity to get up on a stage and 
act. There is no substitute for such experience. But there is a difference 
between the elementary attempt to learn what to do and how to do it, 
and the more thoughtful attempt to learn why; and a book which seeks to 
analyze problems, formulate principles, and give reasons for them can be of 
some help to the actor making the latter attempt. The Art of Acting is in- 
tended to be that kind of book. The what and the how are by no means 
excluded, but the emphasis, as distinguished from that in many elementary 
handbooks and primers, is on the why. 

The Art of Play Production was addressed to the student learning to 
direct plays, regardless of his own ambitions as an actor, or lack of them. 
The Art of Acting is addressed to the student actor, whether or not he has 
any ambition to direct. Inevitably, there are some overlapping areas be- 
tween the two fields, but I have tried to avoid unnecessary repetition as far 
as that was possible without omitting matters essential to the student un- 
acquainted with the other book. Some things, of course, have to be said 
many times, from many angles, for both groups of students, and are not 
likely to bore the good student or the interested reader in either group. 

There must always be more actors than directors, and certainly more 
young people are fired with the yearning to appear on “the boards” than 
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to undertake the more thankless work of directing. Among them, of course 
are some who mistake a kind of glamour-chasing infatuation with acting 
for real artistic fervor; who suppose that acting is easy because it looks 
easy ; and who think only of the applause and adulation given at public per- 
formances to famous stars, and never of the years of study and prepara- 
tion, the long weeks of grueling rehearsal, or the disappointments of the far 
more numerous actors who do not become stars. It would be neither honest 
nor kind to encourage this sort of false enthusiasm, and those who are de- 
ceived by it will not find their illusions supported in this book. The problem 
is not new. Four generations ago the great English actor, William Charles 
Macready, wrote in his Rminiscmces (1875) : 


One of the disadvantages incident to the pursuit of the theatrical art is the 
supposed facility of its attainment, nor is it less cheapened in public estimation 

by the general assumption of the ability to criticize it It surely needs 

seething lie m education for such an art, and yet that appearance of mere 
vohpon and perfect ease which costs the accomplished actor so much time and 
0 acquue evidently leads to a different conclusion with many, or amateur 
actmg would be leas in vogue. Among those I have seen, the only mnateurs with 

• • ■ • 


Fortimately, amateur acting and non-commercial acting arc better organ- 
ized in many parts of present-day America than in the England L C 
ready’s time and amateur actors have far more opportunity for good 

from the more familiar shadows on a screen distinguish them 

said about acting is universal anH v ^ ^ 
screenandfortelUiorinlLT for the 

apply to radio actmg as well ButVch 0^^“”' sound may 

tages and limitations and its n i- a.dvan- 

Mrhich would require a MtlLie il SlT2T’ treatment of 

absence of one vital element which in acting in the 

the survival of the older art in a ’ is the chief reason for 

greater economic efficiency of »piped^°Ind‘°'' '^o^nniittcd to the 

element, of course, is dirTc! auZt entertainment. That 

actor both as appreciation and as «eativeSUL'!’'^rSe ^ 
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radio and television — though stiU free arts in Britain, are in this country 
so completely and (it appears) irrevocably entangled with the more of- 
fensive aspects of commerciaJism that their technique is far more a matter 
of salesmanship than of art. As one who knew and loved the theatre before 
the theatrical profession got to be known as “show business,” before the 
motion-picture “industry” so labeled itself, and before the advertizing 
agencies discovered the gold mine in capturing and monopolizing public 
entertainment as an instrument for controlling public wants, I could not 
write with integrity or enthusiasm about any form of acting that had 
wholly or partly abandoned artistic principles for commercial ones. So I 
leave the other forms to writers who know them better and believe in them 
more honestly than I could. In the Bibliography will be found a selected 
list of books and articles relating to those subjects, chosen on the basis of 
their probable usefulness to the student actor. Happily, there are still 
many people interested in the art of acting in the living theatre, especially 
in that part of it — amateur, semi-professional, or professional — ^which has 
managed to keep dear of excessive commercialism. This book is definitely 
for them, and not for the “hucksters.” 

It is well for the young actor to realize that acting is not only a complex 
and difficult art but a ruthlessly competitive profession, and that the 
chance of winning fame and fortune on the legitimate stage is constantly 
shrinking . At the end of 1948 something like 90 percent of American pro- 
fessional actors were unemployed in the theatre — though many were work- 
ing in other fields, from television to dishwashing. Stage acting, as distin- 
guished from screen and radio acting, is a rewarding avocation, but a 
miserable way to earn a living nowadays. Moderate talent means little, for 
it is very plentiful. Talent plus luck may bring success to a few. But only 
talent plus profound and tireless study will make an actor worthy or likely 
to succeed in so tough a struggle. That is another reason why I have not at- 
tempted to make the art of acting seem elementary, simple, or easy. 

If I have drawn a good many ideas and illustrative examples from my 
own limited experience or the experiences of my family and friends, it is 
because they were available to me and not so well known to others; and if I 
have been frank about labeling them it is to be sure that they are taken at 
face value and no more. I am grateful for the vicarious experiences that 
have come down to me from my grandparents (three of whom were pro- 
fessional actors of some prominence in their time), and for their vo- 
luminous collections of old programs, photographs, engravings, press 
notices, criticisms, correspondence, keepsakes, and theatre lore, which 
have helped me to see the modern theatre in wider perspective. But I am 
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not so stupid as to imagine that their achievements in the art of actine 
r^ect any credit upon me, or give my opinions any more authority tluin 
they would merit on their own logic. I have been fortunate in the onnor- 
tumiy to^ study theatre arts from more different angles and with more 
facilities m research than they enjoyed, and that is my sole reason for 
offering my opimons at all. ^ 

It is a pleasure to acknowledge the assistance of Miss Lousene Rousseau 
whose helpful cntiasms of the manuscript and whose aid in locating il- 
histoations have been mvaluable; of Mr. Benjamin Rothbcrg, who lias 
My r^d and checked my references to Stanislavsky and his teachine- 
and of Miss May Davenport Seymour, who has been most gracious hi 
elping me to find the more elusive illustrations Snecific rrpHitc i 
leases will be found in the list of iUustratioT 


University of Pennsylvania 
March, 1949 


John Dolman, Jr. 
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. . . for the truth is, that in order to 
be a good player, there is required a 
greater share of genius, knowledge, 
and accomplishments, than for any 
one profession whatever; for f-Viis 
reason, that the profession of player 
comprehends the whole system of 
human life. . . . 


James Bosweei, 



CHAPTER I 


The Genesis of Acting 

I T MUST be obvious to anyone who has thought about the matter at all 
that most human beings like to act. There are many, of course, who 
have no ambition to go on the professional stage, or even to take part in 
serious community theatre production, but there is hardly anyone who does 
not at some time in his life feel the impulse to project himself imagmatively 
into another character; to mimic some other person, real or imaginary, or 
to masquerade as somebody or something that he is not. 

There is nothing new or transitory about this impulse. It is as old as the 
human race, and is even more obvious in children and savages than in 
civilized adults. It does not make everybody a good actor in the artistic 
sense; yet it must have some significance in relation to the nature of good 
acting, and to the nature of that universal appeal which good acting and 
good drama are known to have. 

It would be easy to explain the play-acting impulse by saying that it is 
merely the instinct to imitate — that we are all educated monkeys, and that 
“monkey sees, monkey does.” Actually the matter is far more complex, for 
many motives and impulses enter into the history of acting, even in its 
primitive stages. Doubtless they can never be fully explained, since the 
facts are buried in the mists of antiquity; but we can reconstruct at least 
a part of the story by comparing what we know of ancient dramatic cere- 
monial with the corresponding ceremonial of those few primitive tribes 
which still survive in remote corners of the world, and also with the drsu 
matic behavior of children. It is. said that the child repeats in his own de- 
velopment the history of the race, and that in the behavior of our children 
we can discern to some extent the probable behavior of our remote an- 
cestors. 

But why waste time, one may ask, considering the behavior of our an- 
cestors and our children? Why indulge in idle speculation on the motives 
of primitive acting when there is so much to learn about the practical prob- 
lems of the modern theatre and of modern acting technique? 

The answer is that our modern civilization and culture are after all rela- 
tively new in human history, and decidedly external and objective; that 

I 
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subjectively and emotionally we are much the same as our ancestors* anri 
that the soundest art today is that which, beneath its apparent refmement 
maJees the most honest and most basic appeal to the real human beinR. The 
late Professor Brander Matthews, speaking of playwriting, said, "The true 
dramatist is like the true statesman in recognizing that nothing survives 
wbeh IS not a development of institutions already existing," He could havi* 
said the s^e of acting. The modern actor feels, consciously or uncon- 
saously, the same impulses which his ancestors felt when they mimicked 
tteir gods and totems, or danced their ceremonial dances about the camn- 

^ much as thM ancestoH reifiondcd. Styles chansc, novcllica romc and 
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later, after the infant has performed a random action a number of times 
and has come to notice its resemblance to the action of another. However 
that may be, no individual gets very far in the learning process before the 
element of imitation becomes a part of it; and no race or species that 
consistently neglects to imitate is likely to survive very long in the process 
of natural selection. It seems reasonable, therefore, to regard the mimetic 
impulse as basic and instinctive. 

To understand its significance as a motive in primitive acting, however, 
we must think of it not alone but in association with other motives. Among 
the most primitive tribes we find it tied up with such things as religious 
observance, magic, social custom, war, terrorization, self-excitation, com- 
munication, and entertainment. At least two of these associations, those 
with education and entertainment, we find among other animals as well 
as man. The mother bird teaching its young to fiy, for example, tries to in- 
duce imitation as a means of education; and the cat chasing a ball and 
pretending that it is a mouse quite evidently draws entertainment from 
the mimic action. Perhaps the dog barking himself into a frenzy to keep 
his courage up can be considered an example of self-excitation. In the 
course of time and developing civilization these associated motives have 
changed so greatly in their nature and their relative emphasis that they 
now seem to have disappeared in a general fusion; yet it is quite possible 
to discover some interesting things about them which may be very helpful 
to an understanding of modern acting. 

The Religious Motive 

It is commonly accepted that the origins of drama are to be found in 
religious observance. Modem drama is said to have begun in the ritual of 
the medieval cliurch, whence it developed through the successive stages of 
litany, miracle, morality, and interlude into the secular play. The tragic 
drama of the Greeks is known to have developed from the ceremonial 
dances and songs of the religious festivals in honor of Dionysus, the strictly 
mimetic element represented by the actors having been added at a rela- 
tively late period. The most ancient oriental drama had religious motives; 
so had the ceremonial drama of the Aztecs, the Incas, the African tribes, 
and the primitive Australians; and so have the ceremonial dances still to 
be seen among the Navaho and Hopi Indians. The Book of Job incor- 
porates a drama in the Hebrew Bible. 

The nature and origin of the religious impulse itself is far too abstruse 
a problem for consideration here. It is possible to discern in primitive re- 
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ligions a certain indebtedness to biological phenomena, such as the per- 
petual mysteries of birth and death; to dreams and hallucinations; to the 
forces of nature, such as fire, wind, and water; to the sun, moon, stars, and 
planets; to strange and terrifying animal life; and to the still more terrify- 
ing behavior of human enemies and enemy gods. Many difTercnt human 
emotions are involved, such as fear, wonder, curiosity, pride, loyalty, love, 
ambition— all these and more, woven together in endless confusion and 
variety. 

But from the standpoint of its significance in drama and in the art of 
acting, the essential element in the religious motive is the supernatural, 
the transcendent, the otherworldly— in short, the magic. For countless 
generations man has felt his own weakness, has feared what he could not 
understand, has sought to escape the pains and limitations of reality 
through imaginative release. As a child clings to the superior strength and 
knowledge of its parents, so collective man has clung to some concept of a 
being or beings bigger and wiser than himself, stronger than his enemies, 
and superior to his material environment. In other words, the religious 
craving is a craving not for something smaller, weaker, or meaner, but for 
something larger, stronger, and nobler. It is not content with this world’s 
values, with the real, the commonplace; it demands values above and 
beyond reality: mystic, imaginative, exalted. 

The function of acting in its religious associations has always been, 
therefore, to inspire, to elevate, to point a way to the gods; and it seems 
likely that reaUy great acting will alwajrs be that which points up, not 
down; which elevates, not degrades; which satisfies the craving for spirit- 
uality rather than reality. Not that great acting must always be religious 
in subject matter or purpose; but even when most secular and most real- 
istic it must arouse in the aesthetic imagmation something of the same 
exaltation it once aroused in the religious imagination. 

To say that drama grew out of religion is not to say that the mimetic 
impulse grew out of the religious. Li all probability neither grew out of the 
other. The mimetic impulse, having a biological implication, is doubtless 
the older; it already existed when religion first found a use for it. Because 
Ae inimic way is the most vivid way of expressing thouglit or feeling it was 
inevitably the way chosm to express primitive man’s most vivid thoughts 
and feelings, including his religious ones. And because the vivid expression 
of the most vivid thoughts and feelings is the essence of drama, it is not 
surpnsmg that drama has again and again grown out of religious mimelics, 
m many ages and many parts of the world. 
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The Genesis of Acting 

The Motive op Commtinication 

Students of speech know that bodily action and gesture are as much a 
part of the communicative process as words, probably antedating articu- 
late language for that purpose. Many of the more primitive languages, in 
fact, consist of rather meagre word vocabularies supplemented by copious 
and elaborate gestures. Anthropologists have devoted considerable study 
to the sign languages of primitive peoples, and have not failed to point out 
that they are largely based on imitation or mimicry, just as written lan- 
guages are based originally on pictorial symbolism. Long before man could 
tell his fellows in articulate speech that game was at hand he could convey 
that idea by imitating the movements of the bird or , animal and pointing 
in its direction. Long before he could recite the story of his conquest of 
an enemy he could act it out descriptively. Articulate language may have 
developed very largely from the grunts and cries that accompanied such 
mimicry. 

In other words, the mimetic impulse was very early and very funda- 
mentally associated with the impulse to inform, to convey messages and 
ideas, report facts, and perpetuate memories. This association has never 
been lost, and ought not to be lost, even in the realistic acting of the 
modern theatre. In the declamatory acting of earlier days, with its pre- 
ponderance of what the elocution teachers called “objective gesture,” 
there was little danger of its being lost, since the actor strove to com- 
municate ideas to his audience much more directly than would be accept- 
able today. Present-day audiences have such a keen sense of esthetic de- 
tachment and of consistency in illusion that direct objective communi- 
cation between actor and audience is generally taboo, except in occasional 
experimental theatre. This has led some actors to dissociate their acting 
so completely from the communicative impulse that they fail to project 
the author's message to the audience. It might help such actors to realize 
that this association is too fundamental to be shaken oil lightly, and that 
what has changed is not the association itself but the technique of con- 
veying it. 

The DroACTic Motive 

The impulse to instruct or educate grows naturally out of the impulse to 
communicate or inform, and the line of distinction between them is very 
shadowy. Both are involved in the most primitive forms of acting. I have 
already mentioned the mother cat teaching her kittens to keep themselves 
clean. There is mimicry here, not only in the action of the young imitating 
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the mother, but also in the action of the mother, since she is repeating for 
demonstrative purposes actions not necessary for her at the moment, and 
thus in a sense mimicking herself. 

One of the most highly developed forms of mimicry among primitive 
peoples is that which has for its purpose the instruction of the young 
initiate in the religion, traditions, and social customs of his tribe. The 
candidate is taken to some sacred and mysterious place known only to the 
adult men of the tribe. There he sees individuals, usually membere of the 
priesthood, dressed up to impersonate tribal heroes, gods, or totems. He 
sees them enact dramatically the traditional incidents connected with 
those heroes, gods, or totems. Sometimes the effort is made to decei^'e him 
into believing that the gods themselves are before him; but more often he 
understands that it is all a show. In any case he is expected to take it 
seriously, as part of his initiation, and his elders choose this method of in- 
struction in preference to simple language because they know that it is 
much more vivid and impressive. The initiation ceremonies of lodges and 
secret societies today are not so very different in principle; nor is the ac- 
tivity of the schoolteacher who employs dramatization as a das.sroom 
method. 


I hope I shall not he understood as advocating a didactic style of acting 
or a didactic purpose in dl drama, much less a propagandist purpose, when 
I suggest that those critics are not on very solid ground who regard didac- 
tiasm in drama as a modern perversion, attributable to Ibsen, or Shaw 
or the So^et theatre, or the late American Federal Theatre. Every so 
often we hear some such critic declaim against the enormity of an artist 
urned preacher, prostitutmg his art to new usages of instruction. The only 
trouble with this notion is that it reverses history. The drama was religious 
and di^ctic long before it was lesthetic, and even the impulse to act served 
as an mstrument of education and indoctrination before it served as an 
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is growing more liberal and the ideals of goodness and beauty are seen in 
harmony; but it begins to decline when religious and moral standards 
begin to disintegrate in a welter of extravagance, loose living, confusion 
and decadence. 

While it is generally true that people today go to the theatre to be 
entertained, they still like to come away with a sense of having got some- 
thing worth while to take home. A neighbor of mine, for example, insists 
that he goes to the theatre only “for a good belly laugh,” and he refuses 
to go at all to see anything that he fears may be a “highbrow” play ; but on 
leaving the theatre after seeing a comedy of more than the usual substance 
he was heard to remark, “That’s a damn good play; it gives you something 
to think about 1” 

It will give substance to the actor’s work if he will note this peculiar 
trait of human nature. The best actor never fails to entertain, but he does 
not forget the ethical and educational potentialities of his art, its peculiar 
power over human minds and hearts. 

The Motive or Teexorizatton 

Just how early in his mimetic history man learned to use masks and 
other fantastic disguises is hard to say. Doubtless it was very early. All 
clothing is said to have originated in the idea of adornment rather than 
that of shelter or concealment; and adornment may have been fantastic 
before it was imitative. Masks are closely associated with totemic ritual, 
however, and no doubt became imitative, or at least symbolic, at an early 
date. Fantastic adornment involving totemic imitation, and especially in 
the form of masks, could hardly have existed very long before the idea of 
terrorization became involved, to play a most important part in the de- 
velopment of the drama. 

Primitive man had many uses for terrorization. For one thing it served 
very effectively to solemnize the initiation ritual, and one of the earliest 
uses of grotesque adornment was to frighten the young men, and some- 
times the women and children, into a respect for the gods — and inciden- 
tally, of course, for the priesthood. Such uses of terrorization are not 
entirely unknown in more modern and supposedly less primitive religions, 
and they are quite common in the initiation proceedings of lodges and 
fraternities, and in all sorts of hazing. The association of terrorization 
with religious, racial, and social loyalties has been an important element 
in the evolution of the theatre, and has been strikingly influential in the 
theatre of Soviet Russia. 

A second use of terrorization appeared in savage warfare. By wearing 
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hideous masks, or painting themselves in grotesque manner, or decorating 
their shields with fearful images, the warriors sought to frighten their 
enemies into surrender or flight. Anthropologists point out, however, that 
this motive was seldom as simple and direct as many people suppose. Much 
of the masquerading of savage warriors was in the nature of magic sym- 
bolism intended to invoke the aid of the gods rather than to frighten the 
enemy; and when the latter purpose existed it was usually associated with 
the former in the sense that the enemy was eiqxictcd to be frightened at 
the supernatural implications of the masks and symbols rather than at 
their ugliness. 


But there was still another aspect of terrorization in primitive cere- 
monial, not so generally understood by the layman, though emphasized by 
the anthropologist; that was terrorization directed, not against the enemy 
warriors themselves, but against enemy gods and evil spirits, who might be 
supporting human enemies or threatening in their own right. Primitive 
man was even more afraid of evU spirits than of human enemies. He could 
see lie latter and understand them, and fight them by phy.rical means. 
But the unseen enemies which his imagination conjured up to explain such 
T as Sunder, lightning, famine, flood, fire, and pestilence terrified liim 
greatly These enemies struck suddenly and mysteriously, and he had no 
phyacal weapons against them; therefore he tried to frighten them oil bv 

pretending to be a god him- 
^Thelustoiy of su<i defensive magic with its charms, incantations, and 
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The war-dance type of ceremonial was often highly mimetic, the war- 
riors going through the motions of combat and acting out the killing and 
torturing of their enemies in vivid detail; but since the enemies were 
seldom near enough at the time to see all this the principal motive could 
hardly have been direct terrorization. That of appeal to the gods was 
doubtless present in many cases, but the chief motive here was plainly 
self-excitation through emotional intoxication — sometimes assisted, per- 
haps, by intoxication of another sort. By dressing in his war harness and 
mimicking the actions of fighting, dancing, shouting, and boasting, the 
savage got himself into such a state of emotional fervor that he felt much 
braver and stronger than he really was; and in that state of illusion he 
went into battle. 

I shall resist the obvious temptation to stop and draw analogies to 
modern warfare. The analogy that concerns us here is to the psychology 
of acting — on and off the stage. We are all familiar with the phenomenon 
of self-dramatization by which a person works himseH up into a state of 
fear, anger, or hysterics, as a child works himself up into a tantrum. By 
pretending to be abused he persuades himself emotionally that he really is 
abused; or by affecting hilarity he becomes hilarious. A possible explana-. 
tion for this may be found in the theory that emotion is the realization, 
rather than the cause, of its corresponding bodily action, so that one who 
goes through the actions pertaining to an emotion begins to feel that 
emotion. For the actor the implications of this theory — often called the 
“James-Lange Theory,” in reference to the two noted psychologists who 
first popularized it — are so important as to require discussion at some 
length in a later chapter. The only points that need be made at the 
moment are that the principle was understood and applied by primi- 
tive man long before the psychologists discovered and stated it, and that 
it operates even more readily and effectively on the group than on the 
individual. 


The Motive os Entertainment 

The last motive to be considered here is that of entertainment, which, 
in its primitive form of a simple play impulse, is undoubtedly very ancient. 
Possibly more human beings, past and present, have employed mimicry 
for the fun of it than for any other reason. Just before the modern craze 
for “social significance” struck them, the modern fine arts, including that 
of acting, were understood to be dedicated to the purposes of entertain- 
ment, and the worthiest art was conceived to be that which gave the high- 
est form of aesthetic pleasure. Yet it is a curious fact that entertainment 
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Rppmft always to have been a secondary rather than a primary motive, ar- 
rived at more or less by accident. 

The play impulse arose from two things: leisure time and freedom from 
the pressure of fear and necessity. Activities performed as part of the 
struggle for existence are not play; but the same activities repeated ac- 
cidentally or by habit in moments of leisure and freedom from anxiety 
often turn out to be pleasurable in themselves, and so become established 
as forms of play. The acting element creeps in through the repetition, in 
the sense that when one repeats an action without its original motive he 
is really mimick ing himself and his kind. 

I have mentioned the cat pretending to chase a mouse. What happens, 
no doubt, is that she first chases a real mouse for food as part of her in- 
stmet for self-preservation; later she sees another, and chases it by instinct 
and habit even though she does not happen to be hungry at the time; or 
she chases it to show her kittens how. She finds the chase itself exhilarating, 
and so when no mouse is at hand she chases a ball, or a leaf, or a .shadow, 
pretending that it is a mouse, and enjoying the game. The real chase may 
have been pleasurable as gratifying the appetite of hunger, but the mimic 
chase is pleasurable in quite another way: it is voluntary, carefree, ex- 
citing, with the thrill of the real chase but without its accompaniment of 
hunger and concern. It is in the spirit of play. 

When primitive man first devised hfe mimetic symbols and ceremonials 
it was probably not for pleasure in the play sense; it was for the serious 
business of communication, or instruction, or religious worship, or war. 
But he soon found out that the mimicry itself was entertaining, and that 
it grew more so when repeated, with elaborations, for pleasure alone. In this 
way tribal drama of various kinds came to be perpetuated in a festive 
spirit long after the original motives had ceased to be urgent. Religious 
ceremonials gradually lost their sacred character and turned into secular 
drama— as they unmistakably did in medieval Europe. War dances for 
sdf-exdtation turned into war plays for entertainment, almost as exciting 
to the imagination but vastly more pleasant, because detached from the 
dmger of real bloodshed and suffering. The old Greek religious festivals of 
Dion^us turned into the annual dramatic tournament, and the "goat- 
songs’’ and dithyrambs that accompanied the earlier dances passed 
memgh a gradual evolution to become the great choral dramas of the 

0 en Age. In the same way the liturgical drama of many races in many 
roimtries and periods of history, first conceived as ai\ instrument of re- 
igion, as gra ually become more and more popular as entertainment, 
more and more secular in character, and has ultimately separated itself 
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from religion to become a popular festival and ultimately an independent 
art. 

In the course of this evolution the practice of mimicry has given many 
kinds of entertainment, some serious, some frivolous, but all more or less 
explainable in terms of combined motives. To discuss them exhaustively 
■would require volumes, and involve us in endless complexity. Two ele- 
ments, however, deserve special mention because they seem peculiarly 
significant in modern acting and modern drama. 

The first of these is the element of release, already noted in connection 
with religion and with the play impulse. It is this element which is at the 
root of the festive or holiday spirit everywhere. The very word “holiday” — 
which once meant “holy day” — ^has come to mean release from the ordi- 
nary labors and cares of life. So ancient and intimate is the association 
between dramatic mimicry and the festive spirit, that I do not think it is 
an exaggeration to say that this element is a vital one in tire art of acting. 
People still go to the theatre in a festive spirit, even when the drama itself 
is serious, and the most tragic acting will fail to please if it does not pro- 
vide, somewhere beneath the pain and the tears, a joyous sense of imagi- 
native and emotional release. 

It should be understood that release, in the sense here intended, is a very 
different thing from what is commonly called escapism. Escapism is a 
refusal to face reality, an attempt to dodge it by the methods of the ostrich. 
It is extremely popular today, but is bitterly deplored by many modernists 
in art and criticism, and is almost hysterically attacked by those who sneer 
at art for art’s sake because they want to use art for propaganda’s sake. 
With the merits and faults of escapism we are not here concerned. The 
point is that while escapism inloibits true emotions by means of evasive 
tactics, release brings them out into the open by suspending inhibitions. 
It is release, not escapism, that is back of the long tradition of holiday 
festivities. 

The second element is that of vicarious experience. Man is imaginative, 
and therefore curious. He wants to know what it feels like to be someone 
other than himself; to have experiences he has not had; even to undergo 
hardships and dangers he has been fortunate enough to escape. In the 
latter case his curiosity is often restrained by his better judgment, and he 
avoids the steeps of life when he can; yet in his imagination he plays with 
the idea of doing those things which in real life he cannot or dare not do. 
In acting or watching others act he finds a vivid opportunity for such 
indulgence, and enjoys all the excitement of romantic or tragic experience 
without its dangers and obligations. This is the very essence of his pleasure 
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in all the aits of fiction, and no art gives it to him in more concentrated 

form than the art of acting. 

A Technique op Seip-Ckitici.sm 

It would be most unfortunate if any part of this chapter were interpreted 
as implying that the modern actor should consciously imitate the ways of 
primitive man, or revert to the standards of another age, or, worst of all, 
attempt to synthesize his art consciously out of all the elements here dis' 
cussed. But in the attempt to master any art one naturally seeks the aid 
of criticism, including self-criticism; and the most helpful critidsm is that 
which is intelligently analytical. 

The idea is not that these ancient motives are to be arbitrarily adopted 
by the actor; it is rather that they are already in him, and in his audience, 
and that a recognition on his part of their baac naturalness may give him 
a greater sense of freedom, a greater confidence in his right to do thus or 
so. Bad actmg is more apt to result from false obj ectives and false restraints 
growing out of self-conscious artifidality and sophistication than from 
natural freedom in the expression of fundamental human motives. 

Thus, if the actor discovers that he is being too subjective, or too remote 
from his audience, it may help him if he can diagnose this as an over- 
suppression of the communicative impulse. If he is too tame, or too cold, 
it may well be that he can afford to give more play to the motive of sdf- 
exdtation, or that of terrorization. If his acting seems to be too common- 
place, or too real, or too depressing, it may be that he ha.s lost touch with 
the element of magic or exaltation. And if his acting impresses others as 
hypersEsthetic, it may be that in the effort to avoid teadring or preaching 
he has become too “arty.” 

More often, of course, no particular pattern of criticism will fit exactly, 
Nevertheless, the actor who has given some thought to the reasons why 
all sorts of men everywhere have acted is more likely to give himself in- 
tdhgent self-help when in difficulty than the one whose notion of acting is 
confined to his own age and home town. 



CHAPTER II 


The Actor^s Relation to His Audience 

N O PROBLEM is more fundamental in the art of acting than that of 
the actor’s relationship with his audience; yet no phase of his art 
has changed so often or so much. In the course of history he has been 
priest, public servant, vagabond, slave, mountebank, journeyman, pro- 
fessional gentleman, and union laborer; he has acted for the gods, for 
himself, for a coterie, for a patron, for his neighbors, and for the mob; he 
has acted in disguise and without it; he has acted rhetorically to the multi- 
tude or murmured intimately to the few; he has acted broadly Eind arti- 
ficially to stir up emotion or naturally and realistically to create illusion; 
he has addressed his audience directly, serving as the mouthpiece of the 
author, or has exhibited himself objectively as the image of a character. 

Generally speaking, each age has established its own convention in this 
matter, and the prevailing relationship of that age has been almost the 
only one. Conventions grow out of conditions and customs, and each age 
is normally loyal to its own, even to the point of resenting any attempt to 
change them. When David Garrick, more than a century and a half after 
Shakespeare, tried to break up the Elizabethan custom of allowing favored 
members of the audience to sit on the stage almost under the elbows of the 
actors, and tried to keep his actors in character throughout the play, even 
when not speaking lines, he met with a great deal of opposition, and might 
weil have failed but for his tremendous popularity and prestige. When, a 
century later, the rant and bombast of Edwin Forrest and his contem- 
poraries began to give way to the quieter and more intellectual acting of 
Edwin Booth, many people thought that the. drama was dying. When 
Antome in Paris and Belasco in this country, about 1887, started a move- 
ment towards convincing naturalism and pictorial realism, they met the 
same sort of inertia, and it took their methods nearly forty years to gain 
general acceptance. 

Since about 1911, however, a very different thing has been happening in 
the theatre. An age of experimentation has come upon us, in which all 
current standards are being challenged, new ones invented, and older ones 
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revived and tried out in competition. Instead of one prevailing mode we 
now have many. The phenomenon is not confined to the relationship of 
actor and audience, or even to the problems of the theatre; it pervades all 
the arts, and all phases of life. It is part of the universal unrest and self- 
questioning, For the first time in history, perhaps, we have an age that is 
actively conscious of other ages, anxious to compare and criticize, to reject 
and select. To be sure it is only the livdiest thinkers who arc affected; the 
inertia of the masses is alwa}^ great, and popular institutions, including 
the commercial theatre, still change more slowly than experimental arts. 
But the lively thinkers— if not the profound thinkers — are growing more 
numerous, and the inertia of the masses is lessening. All life has grown 
more rapid, complex, and changeable; the automobile, the airplane, the 
motion picture, and the radio — not to mention two world wars and the 
fear of atomic destruction — have jolted humanity out of its leisurely rate 
of social evolution, and brought about a kind of cosmic restlessness. Much 
of this may have to be repressed or to go underground if the left-wing style 
of t h i nkin g prevails and individual liberty of thought and expression give 
way to regimented “democracy" under a police state on the Russian model. 
But at the moment of this writing the artistic world west of the “iron 
curtain” is in a ferment, and despite certain hidden censorships is fairly 
free to experiment — ^if not in what it says, at least in the way it says it. 

In the theatre this means a good deal of instability, an almost hysterical 
search for variety and novelty, and a lack of standards. A half-century ago 
there was one right way of acting a play; now there are nine-and-sixty, and 
(to paraphrase Kipling) “every single one of them is right." In one sample 
week you may see on Broadway two or three classic revivals from Shake- 
speare and the Greeks, done in a variety of styles; a repertory of Gilbert 
and Sullivan; three or four smart, sophisticated comedies of ultramodern 
manners and Restoration morals; three or four problem plays of abnormal 
psychology or sex neuroses, done variously with stark realism or poetic 
fantasy; a spectacular revival of some children’s classic; four or live prop- 
aganda plays ranging from “a little left of center” to outright Communism, 
some of them attacking (and of course stirring up) race prejudice, some of 
em^ ghly experimental in design and method; one or two musicals deal- 
mg bio^aphically with famous composers os an excuse for distorting their 
mufflc mto ^e “modern idiom”; and four or five stylized musicals exploit- 

you will not see is a propa- 
t-wmg tendency; the hidden censorship maintained 
imionism effectively prevents any thing right of center. 
With all this range, however, the variety of Broadway is nothing in com- 
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parison with the variety to be found in the college and community theatres 
of the country at large. 

In the midst of such variety there is naturally a good deal of dispute as 
to the proper relationship between actor and audience. The realists de- 
mand that the actor shall be a perfect objective image, completely aloof 
from his audience. “Be natural,” they say; “stay in the picture, preserve 
the illusion.” Others demand intimacy, or artificiality, or creative inter- 
pretation. “Be frankly theatrical,” they say; “be direct; be impressive; 
be an actor facing an audience, not a photographic copy of a character in 
real life.” The propagandists say, “Be dynamic; be a voice of protest; be a 
social force.” The hucksters merely say, “Be funny — ^no matter howl” To 
the young actor seeking to develop his own technique all this must be very 
confusing. 

The soundest way to approach a problem of this kind is to look beneath 
the surface for those principles which are sufficiently permanent to be 
helpful in the face of change; and the best way to do that is to consider the 
behavior of our primitive ancestors, and their modern counterpart, our 
children. There is much valuable inspiration for the theatre worker in the 
study of children at play. The child^s game of “Let's pretend 1” is play- 
acting in its simplest and most natural form, and therefore, in a sense, its 
best form. It is crude, to be sure, and naive; but in an imaginative way it 
is wholly sincere, and full of the zest of life. The best adult acting is just 
that — duly refined for the more mature audience, but fundamentally 
the same. 


Acting Without an Audience 

If we return, for a moment, to the drama of primitive peoples, we see 
that the audience was at first relatively unimportant. It is not quite true 
that the primitive actor acted only for himself. The motives of communica- 
tion, education, and terrorization imply an observer of some kind; and even 
the religious motive implies in some cases an address to the gods. For the 
most part, however, primitive man indulged in mimetics for his own satis- 
faction and that of his fellow participants, rather than to entertain or im- 
press outsiders. In the earliest ceremonials all the members of the tribe 
took part; or all except the women and children. If the latter were ex- 
cluded it was not to make an audience, but to dispense with the nuisance 
of having them about; and often they were not even permitted to witness 
the ceremonies. 

Dancing and mimicry for self-excitation, as in the war dance, were es- 
pecially free from the actor-audience relationship. The participants sought 
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only to arouse themselves and each other, All members of the tribe might 
be included, but the emotional attitude was subjective, not objective. At 
the present day some religious sects, even in modern America, practice 
emotional excitation as wild as any war dance; but when they arc sincere 
they generally prefer to do so without an audience. 

When the pleasure motive began to creep into primitive ceremonial there 
was probably no thought at first of entertaining outsiders. It was the par- 
ticipants who found themselves entertained; and they kept up their 
mimicry to amuse themselves and each other. It was only at a later stage, 
when the casual spectators had manifested their growing interest in the 
proceedings, that the participants discovered the additional pleasure, and 
sometimes the pecuniary profit, in astonishing and impressing an audience. 
Not until then did anyone think of building a "theatrc”--that is a place 
for the spectators. ^ 

^ If this more or less accidental relationship between actor and audience 
IS not sufadently dear m the history of primitive peoples it is surely clear 
m the hehavior of children. Anyone who has watched the mimetic play 
of children at all dosely, will have observed that there is little or no con- 
sidaation of an audience at first. The younger children "pretend” to- 
gether for hours at a time, playing "house,” or "soldiers.” or acting out 
stones they have heard. All the children take part (except when one fails 
to play the game properly and gets himself ostracised) and no adult lis- 

ktSr!fn to be minding their own business; but 

The Impulse to Share Experience 

to™ py 

tbaii one but it is IatooI v. ® ‘^agination, two heads being better 
others. Man is not by nature^^l^t to share experience with 

he not only likes company but likel ^ S’^'^garious one, and 

So stroi is thisS that i '/. "T 
child who is solitary for lack of r ^ the child, especially the 

itary for lack of compamons and not from choice, to call 
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for adult sympathy and participation. “Mamma! See! Dolly’s asleep!” 
cries the little mimic mother, after putting her child to bed. “Look, Daddy, 
I’m Napoleon!” her brother shouts, wearing his soldier hat sidewise. At a 
later period these children may do the same sort of thing in a spirit of ex- 
hibition, to enjoy the amazement or admiration of their observers; but at 
first, I think, they do it because they have discovered the joy of mimetic 
action, and it is too good to keep to themselves; they just have to share 
it with somebody — ^preferably the most sympathetic person handy. 

This instinct to share imaginative and emotional experience seems to 
me extremely vital in the history of the theatre, not only as accounting 
for the origin of the audience but as suggesting the true and proper rela- 
tionship between actor and audience today. The technique of the sharing 
process varies greatly, of course. Sometimes, as in vaudeville or musical 
comedy, it is very frank and outright; at other times, as in realistic drama, 
it is almost concealed in the subtleties of illusion. But unless the relation- 
ship itself is there — ^unless you have an actor and an audience eagerly, 
actively, sharing an imaginative experience — ^you do not have true theatre. 
That is one reason why the motion picture or the television play can never 
fully replace the theatre, or perform its true function. 

The Motive oe Exhibition 

To say all this is not to say that there should never be any element of 
exhibition in the acting relationship. To exclude exhibition entirely would 
be to exclude not only the most extreme realism but all imaginative and 
aesthetic appeal based on objective truth and beauty. 

The element of exhibition (as distinct from exhibitionism) is a perfectly 
natural one, observable in the later stages of primitive drama and in the 
play of older children. But it is secondary rather than primary, and acci- 
dental rather than instinctive, and therefore less vital than the sharing 
motive. It comes about through the exclusion rather than the inclusion 
of the observer. The nonpartidpants in primitive ritual or child’s play are 
either banished from the scene altogether or required to stand at a dis- 
tance, outside the prescribed playing space. But exclusion whets curiosity, 
and sooner or later the exduded ones manifest interest in the ceremonies, 
expressing wonder, awe, and admiration, and begging to be allowed to 
come doser. In time this audience response becomes pleasing to the actors, 
stirs their pride and perhaps their profit motive, and leads them to play 
consdously for the audience. 

It may be said, therefore, that the whole modern conception of the 
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theatre as a place where actors exhibit their talents for the pleasure of an 
audience is founded on accident. An activity once dedicated to the enter- 
tainment of the participants has been diverted — some say perverted to 

the entertainment of outsiders. Of late years, some of our more restless 
critics have discovered this fact, and have set up loud lamentations. Con- 
fusing exhibition with realism, and both with commercialism, they con- 
demn them all. They demand the abolition of the proscenium, the foot- 
lights, and all barriers between audience and actor, in the hope that 
audience participation may be achieved through intimacy, and acting 
again made a communal activity. 

As a mtical counterbalance to excessive objectivity, this outcry is a 
healthy influence; but it has no more chance of complete succe.ss than a 
movement to restore bows and arrows as weapons of war. We cannot turn 
histoty backwards. It may be unfortunate that actor and audience are 
separated, and that the actor is now concerned with the entertainment of 
the audience rather than of himself. But the accident that separated them 
was natural, perhaps inevitable, and took place a long time ago. The re- 
sult is firmly established and generally accepted; and at that it is not al- 
together bad. 


There are, after all, degrees and kinds of exhibition, and some of them 
are muA less ofiensive than others. There is comfort here for those of us 
who detest virtuosity as such, and prefer feeling, humanity, and zest. We 
ah W the type of musician, for example, whose sole objective is the 

have the sbll, and may command admiration and applause from an un- 
^scriminatmg audience, just as the savage medicine man or the medieval 

aLT'i" hb performance ia 

de tkeatrea, arho 

talent, is never mneeniS^S to 

in the music his ^ rather with his own ]oy 

their sake. There are actors others and to do his best for 

are the best actors Their nnlv seems to me that they 

of obligation to the audience f consciousness 

audience, to preserv^tS,^. a d Jermination, for the pleasure of that 

them efiectively. But it does not V • ’factorizations, and to project 
maintain the of seo^^ « ticy 

-wyfor foe„en .1 ^ 
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Intimacy Versus Detachment 

The most troublesome problem in actor-audience rektionship is that 
of the proper degree and kind of intimacy. Since the beginning of the mod- 
em reaction against “peephole realism” with its objective aloofness, there 
has been a great deal of agitation for more intimacy between actor and 
audience; and almost everyone feels that something of the kind is desirable. 
The question is, what sort of intimacy? 

There are at least two reasons why the relationship should not be so 
directly intimate as to break down all sense of detachment. 

The first is the antiquity and naturalness of the separation between 
player and observer. It is characteristic of primitive ceremonial that a 
definite playing space is marked off on the ground — a kind of magic circle, 
like the “orchestra” of the Greeks — within which the dancer or performer 
is understood to take on the glamour of otherworldliness. Inside is religion, 
magic, unreality, fiction, and ultimately poetry; outside is the prose of 
commonplace existence. The women and children, not being participants, 
are, as we have seen, excluded from the playing space; perhaps some of 
the men are excluded also and participation limited to the specialists who 
constitute the priesthood — the first and oldest guild of actors. The motive 
of the separation is not, at first, so much to impress the excluded ones, as 
to make the sacredness of the plajdng space felt by the participants, and 
so to inspire their performance, But when, at a later stage, the entertain- 
ment or edification of the audience begins to be a motive, the separation 
is maintained or made even more rigid for the sake of greater impressive- 
ness. Rarely, in primitive ceremonials, are non-participants permitted to 
mingle with participants, lest illusion be shattered; and the modern man- 
ager who forbids his actor to stroll on Broadway, or objects to the publica- 
tion of technical information about the theatre, or the admission of visitors 
back stage, is sticking pretty close to the same tradition. 

The second reason is the fact that a certain sense of detachment is nec- 
essary to the highest order of aesthetic enjoyment. Writers on the philos- 
ophy of beauty have long recognized this principle, and under the name 
of “aesthetic distance” it has come to be well known to all studious workers 
in the arts. In a discussion of acting it is inescapable, and there will be 
considerable reference to it in other chapters of this book. Any reader who 
is not familiar with the principle will find it explained at length in H. S. 
Langfeld’s excellent work on The Mstheiic Attitude, and with special ref- 
erence to the theatre in my own book on The Art of Play Production. For 
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the present I shall merely remind the reader that aesthetic enjoyment, like 
other forms of pleasure, grows out of leisure time and freedom from the 
pressure of necessity, and is basically dependent upon the resulting sense 
of release or detachment. Therefore, in order to appreciate fully the artistic 
values of any object— including the performance of a play — the observer 
must be able to feel that he is not himself physically involved, however 
strong may be the appeal to his imagination. 

Against these two reasons for detachment are two equally good reasons 
for intimacy. The first is the sharing instinct already described, which is 
Just as ancient and venerable as the separation of actor and audience. The 
second is the fact that audience enjoyment is to some extent dependent 
upon crowd psychology — that is, upon the release from restraint which we 
all feel as members of a group. This, too, is probably the expression of our 
gregarious nature. We laugh with more freedom and enjoyment when 


others laugh with us than when we are alone or aloof; and we weep or sigh 
with a shnilar freedom, and even with a similar enjoyment. And there is no 
doubt that an atmosphere of intimacy helps to warm an audience up, to 
make it more mellow and more susceptible to this group response. 

How, then, can we reconcile the reasons for and against intimacy? 
Really, it is not as difficult as it seems. The intimacy that is needed in the 
theatre is a subjective intimacy, a kind of hidden community of under- 
standing between actor and audience. The detachment that is needed is 
an objective detachment, a material separation between actor and audience 
through which the actor may preserve the integrity of the illusion he is 
toying to create and at the same time keep it separate in the listener’s 
ima^tion from the immediate realities of life. A good actor can manage 
both. He can be eternally convincing, even realistic, in his acting, avoid- 
mg the sort of mtimacy that breaks down aesthetic distance; while at the 
s^e time he share with us, through some mysterious undercurrent 
of sympathy Ms own inner appreciation and enjoyment of the play. 

And that brm^ us to the curious phenomenon often spoken of as the 

important that I shall reserve it for de- 

'“imtood if 

certaon more general matters are disposed of first. 


ACTOR AND AddieNCE TODAY 
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tivesTd fundamental mo- 

of leisure as a source of ^ ^ repetition of the mimetic action in time 
eisure as a source of pleasure; then a desire to share the pleasure with 
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others; and finally a growing consciousness of the admiration and interest 
of outsiders. Not until a comparatively late period is the latter element 
capitalized into the organization of an audience, and the preparation of 
drama especially for its entertainment. 

What this means to the modern actor is that his acting will gain in 
vitality if he can preserve as far as possible some of the elemental appeal 
of the earlier motives; some of the joy of participation felt by his ancestors, 
some of the impulse to share his imaginative experiences with others, and 
some of the pleasure of discovering audience response. 

At the same time he must remember that as a result of this evolution 
we have arrived at a highly developed present state, in which the whole 
institution of drama and theatre exists for the pleasure and satisfaction 
of the audience. Just as the decorative elements of primitive handicraft 
developed into the purely asthetic arts of paintmg and sculpture, so the 
mimetic elements of primitive ceremonial developed into the fine art of 
the theatre, in which the dominant objective must always be to give aes- 
thetic pleasure— that is, pleasure based on the aesthetic sense. The crude, 
physical play of primitive man and other animals, founded on leisure time 
and freedom from fear, has developed into the mtellectual and emotional 
play of the fine arts, founded upon imaginative detachment. 

It is not an exaggeration, therefore, to say that the real play is not the 
. play m the author’s mind, or the text he has written, or the director’s 
visualization of it, or the actor’s interpretation of it. All of these things 
are important, and contribute to the ultimate objective. But the real play 
is the play as it lives in the active imaginations of players and audience 
during actual performance; and the final test of the actor’s attitude— as 
of every other element in the production— is its effect upon this unseen 
play of imagination. We may theorize and criticize as we choose, and sug- 
gest all sorts of reforms or reactions in the theatre, but in the last analysis 
the only thing that counts is the effect upon the audience; even the actor’s 
pleasure in participation now depends largely on that. Our evolution has 
gone too far for us to ignore it, or turn it backwards. 



The Attitude of the Audience 


B efore proceeding to a more detailed conalderation of the actor's 
attitude and technique, it will be well to give some attention to the 
attitude of the audience itself. If we agree that the actor’s objective is the 
creation of certm images in the minds of his listeners it will be clear that 
lus sucrass or faflure will depend upon his ability to adapt his acting to the 
state of those mmds. It is a well-known principle of human beha\n^)r that 
the reason of an mdividual to any stimulus depends not only on the na- 
ure of the stimulus but also on his previous experience and attitude. ITie 
reaction of an audience to what it sees and heare on the stage will depend 
therefore upon the ^erience of the individuals composing it, and also^ 
of OTurse, on then collective experience as an audience group. 

As we have already seen, the attitude of the audience has chanced 
greatiy m the course of history. At times it has been characterized chiefly 

afothersTralwtT exaltation^ 

comedy, and tragedv and spv i review, farce, melodrama, 
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sophisticated — ^the yokels of the world — g&zmg in astonishment and ad- 
miiation at the strange antics of their priests or jugglers or medicine men; 
but we must not forget that their attitude is ah important element in 
human progress. Without wonder and curiosity human intelligence would 
never have progressed. Without wonder and curiosity there would never 
have been any theatre; for the very word theatre, in its Greek original, 
meant "a spectators’ place” or “a place for seeing shows,” and it came into 
use because the curious multitude crowded around to watch the priestly 
ceremonies. This capacity of the audience to wonder and admire has served 
the theatre as a beneficial stimulus. From it has grown a wider and livelier 
play of ima g i na tion, a desire to understand and appreciate, a sense of 
transcendent experience. It is perhaps the crudest, most childlike element 
in audience attitude; but it is also the most vigorous, the most animating. 
It is far more honestly in the direct line of sesthetic evolution than the 
attitude of smug indifference affected by many modem sophisticates. 

There is danger, as already suggested, that the excited wonder of the 
audience will tempt the actor into conceit, virtuosity, or exhibitionism— 
what the critic calls “playing to the gallery.” But if he can distinguish 
between their wonder at the magic or emotion of the play and their wonder 
at his skill, and will work only for the former, he may draw a great deal of 
legitimate inspiration from this type of audience response. 

The open-mouthed attitude must have exerted a major influence not 
only on ancient drama, but on many forms of drama in more recent times. 
The spectacular but tawdry exploits of “ten-twenty-thirty” melodrama in 
the latter halt of the nineteenth century seem to have been largely in- 
spired by it. Certainly it has been, and stiU is, the chief attitude appealed 
to in the circus, in many types of vaudeville entertainment, in the more 
spectacular phases of extravaganza, review, and even opera, and in some 
manifestations of stage realism. In the more refined and artistic theatres 
today, however, especially in the great cultural centers, it does not seem 
so evident. The more restrained and more critical attitude of the cultivated 
audience does not admit of the frank and open wonderment of childhood. 
Exploits of realism or virtuosity, instead of provoking admiration in such 
an audience, now challenge criticism. Audiences are no longer satisfied 
with stunts, biit demand imaginative consistency. 

It must not be supposed, however, that we have outgrown, or ever will 
outgrow, the impulse to wonder; or that it has ceased, or will cease, to be a 
significant element in audience attitude. What has changed is not the im- 
pulse itself, but the terms of life and experience in which it is felt and ex- 
pressed. The most refined and aesthetic audience today is really quite as 
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eager to be thrilled or astonished as the audiences of twenty, or two hun- 
dred, or two thousand years ago. But it is not thrilled or astonished by 
the same thmgs. It has too much knowledge and loo much judgment to 
gasp in admiration at mere physical exploits or feats of skill which it 
knows are not great expressions of fine thought or feeling. On the other 
hand, it is entirely capable of being thrilled when it docs find it&elf in the 
presence of fine thought or feeling, or of a really lran.scen«leni <lramatic 
experience. 


Emotional Eervor 

Another element in audience attitude inherited from remote origins is 
that of emotional fervor. It derives largely, as we have seen, from the re- 
ligious motive in early drama, and from the war-dance type of self-e.vclta- 
tion. 

Most people a,ppear to have a very limited and tlistorted idea of what is 
meant by emotion. The associations of the word .suggist .sonudhing ex- 
treme and intense, like abject fear, or violent anger, or hy.sterical niirth 
or smtmental pathos. People of restraint are a little ashamed of being 
caught m a display of suA emotions. To some extent this is a reaction from 
the outnght^d sometimes false parade of emotions so ixjpular in the 
«atory ^d drama of the romantic period. But it is also V natural out' 
ffowth of our inCTeasmg self-consciousness, which in turn i.s a protluct of 
education. As we grow more worldly-wise, introspective, and .skepti- 
we become more and more afraid of entertaining false beliefs or sL- 
timents, or conveEtionsi Mid in our innioty to escape the tnlai’ we'hccnm. 
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caste at all — except of course with the doddering old fogies born before 
1910. The raucous, nxaudlin spirit of our age is largely camouflage for 
emotionalism diverted from sincere and natural outlets to artificial and 
insincere ones. 

Emotionalism must have its outlets; and the most satisfying outlets for 
deep, sincere, and exalted emotion have always been found in religion, 
and in those arts which derive most directly from it and retain some of its 
exaltation. In these days of declining faith, the churches fail to hold the 
more cynically minded against the juke box and the gin. The arts of paint- 
ing and music have been somewhat overintellectualized, and have lost 
much ground to those forms of atonality, distortion, primitivism, or sur- 
realism which are the highbrow expressions of the jazz spirit. The motion 
pictures are more frankly and honestly emotional, and so provide an out- 
let for the sentimentality of the masses; but they too are badly infected 
with juke-box standards of taste. Poetry holds its ground with the superior 
group, but tempts the lunatic fringe into excesses of preciosity. Only the 
theatre at its best seems capable of satisfying the emotional fervor of the 
middle group — that is, of those who are too sincere in their emotions to 
accept the cheap and tawdry, yet too rational to find release in religious 
worship as conducted in many churches today. 

As I see it, the reason why such people can still find emotional satisfac- 
tion in the theatre, and why emotional fervor is still an important element 
of audience attitude, is that the theatre, even more effectively than the 
church, utilizes crowd psychology. Individually we axe afraid to give way 
to sincere emotion, and especially to be seen doing so ; but collectively we 
are not so much afraid. People who would not laugh aloud at a funny line 
in a book, will laugh with heartiness at the same line in a theatre — ^pro- 
vided others laugh at the same time. People who would not shed tears when 
reading a pathetic story will shed them freely at a pathetic play. The 
strength of the visual appeal has something to do with this, of course; so 
has the sense of magic or otherworldliness. But the sense of being one of a 
crowd, aU sharing the same emotion, is the chief reason for it. In the theatre 
this feeling is greatly intensified by the darkened auditorium. Just as 
children ding to each other in the dark for mutual protection, so we all 
cling together emotionally in a darkened theatre. At the same time we feel 
individually less conspicuous, and less ashamed of our laughter or tears. 
The result is a release of the feelings, enabling us to share the emotional 
experiences of the play without self-consdousness or cynicism as our an- 
cestors shared those of religion or war. 
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Imaginative Release 


Closely associated with emotional release is the release of the ima ging , 
tion. Undoubtedly the visual stimulus plays a large pari here. It ts not— aa 
some disciples of realism seem to believe— that we must sec everything 
in actuality before we can imagine it, but merely that the sense of sight 
is a bit livelier and more stimulating than the other senses, hlosl people 
find it easier, for instance, to give undivided attention to a stage play or 
photoplay than to a radio play. Even the radio play, however, is more vivid 
than a printed book, and many people to whom reading is an cfTorl cmi 
listen easily to radio plays if the surroundings are reasonably quiet. 'Phis, 
of comrse, is because all sense stimuli are more immediate than word sym- 
bols, more directly suggestive of images. In the theatre wc have both 
auditory and visual images presented to us very directly; the imagination 
has much to seize upon and work with, and is likely, in consequence, to be 
very active. 


actor should remember, therefore, that in playing to an audience 
he is playing to a group of people who are more imaginative, as well as 
more emotiond, than the same people would be as incHvidual.s. This is 
not an iiivitation to overact; if anything it is the opposite. To ajipeal to 
the emotions of the audience it is not necessary to rant; and lo stimulate 
the play of imagination it is not necessary to provide a surplus of ready- 
made images. The very fact that people in a theatre experience imaginative 
release ineans that the actor can depend upon more assi.Htancc from the 
imagmation of his audience than dmost any other artist, and that he need 
only supply a few well-chosen suggestions in order to keep that imagina- 
tioii working wiA him. If the reader does not believe this, let him study 
ag^ the imaginative behavior of children; then let him compare the 

simplicity of good acting, and he 
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As children we imitate, or try to imitate, much of what we see; as we grow 
older we are subjected to a constant process of restraint, until many of 
our most natural impulses, including the imitative, are thoroughly sup- 
pressed, and apparently obliterated. But every stimulus e:q)erienced by 
the human organism, whether real or imagined, produces some sort of 
bodily response; and when a bodily response is inhibited or suppressed it 
takes the form of a motor attitude or muscular pattern — ^unseen, but none 
the less real. This is true of all sorts of impulses, imitative or otherwise; 
but in the case of the imitative impulse it results in the phenomenon which 
the Germans call ‘^EinfitUung*' and which has been called in English 
“inner mimicry,” or “empathy.” 

Empathy may be defined as the tendency to respond to any object by 
assum ing an imitative motor attitude towards it — ^by feeling ourselves into 
it, consciously or unconsciously. When we watch a tightrope walker striv- 
ing to keep his balance, or a football player crashing and tearing his way 
through a line, or a fancy skater doing graceful figures on the ice, we un- 
consciously assume the corresponding muscle patterns, even though we do 
not express them in overt action. Somewhat less accurately, but no less 
knitatively, we respond to inanimate objects, endeavoring to feel like them 
in a physical sense. Observing the Wa^ngton Monument or the Empire 
State Building we instinctively stand up straighter, stretching to our full 
height; looking at the Pyramids we feel heavy and flat-footed; watching 
the stormy ocean breaking on a rocky shore we feel vigorous, active, ex- 
hilarated. Whatever the object, when we feel it in ourselves in an imitative 
physical way we are said to be empatliizing; and when the empathic ex- 
perience is pleasant we have one of the essential conditions of aesthetic 
appreciation. 

The word “empathy” is, of course, unfortunate. It is too much like the 
word “s3nnpathy”; and the verb “empathize” is too much like the verb 
“emphasize.” An even more serious confusion develops between the ad- 
jectives “empathic” and “emphatic”; and it is almost impossible to con- 
vince a printer that the newer words exist. An English reviewer discussing 
an American book commented sarcastically on the “blessed word empa- 
thy,” attributing it to American laboratory cant; as a matter of fact it was 
coined by an Oxford professor in an attempt to translate the German word 
“EinfiMung” Many people wish he had never thought of it; but as it is 
now in common usage, not only among psychologists but among all seri- 
ous students of the fine arts, there does not appear to be much that can 
be done about it. 

Whatever the word we use, the thing itself is very real and very im- 
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portant. It is by no means the same thing as sympathy, though a feeling 
of sympathy may involve certain empathies and derive partly from them 
Empathy is a purely physical imitative response, often entirely uncon- 
scious, resulting from any sort of stimulus, animate or inanimate, and not 
necessarily dependent upon personal or emotional connotations. Sympathy, 
on the other hand, is a conscious emotional state; not a "feeling into” some 
objective thing, but a "feeling with” some person or personal cause. It 
often implies an understanding of a social or moral issue and a choice of 
sides thereon. Sympathy may play a part in drama, as in our choice of a 
hero or heroine to "root” for, or in our appreciation of a theme. But em- 
pathy, as a physical reaction, underlies all our appreciation of beauty, in 
the drama or elsewhere; and no real student of acting or any other art can 
afford not to understand it. 


iEsTHExrc Distance 

As stated in H. S. Langfeld’s The Mslhelic Attitude, and again in my 
own book. The Art of Play Production, the attitude of a modern theatre 
audience involves a balance between strong cmpathic responses and the 
fee^g of detachment which has come to be known as "ajslhetic distance.” 
T^a term is a Uttle less troublesome than the term “empathy,” and is 
fairly desCTiptive of the principle it stands for, though the word “detach- 
ment would seem to me more accurate than "distance.” 

'Die idea is that for the full appreciation of an object of beauty, the full 
m^tenmee of an Esthetic attitude, one must feel somewhat detached- 
not aloof, not indifferent, not altogether impartial, but still not involved 
or personal sense. If, for example, one could assume such an 
w r u ereat beauty in the spec 

theatre he might see poetic beauty m a death scene feelingly imrtrayed; 
but If the seme resembled too closely the death of his own wife^or mother 

for he spoiled 

stories or war ° fought in a great war often cannot endure war 
aey 'heir return, because 

S^reSrStJ' * “^'helic distance, 

of suSstftot ? " T °'hcr art, always involves the danger 
of the arts have bTen d conventions and technical devices 

guaVd ^ or less conscious attempt to 

oim^ ritfo?rd1eJ ^ the limits of the 

position and set it apart from the reality of its surroundings. The 
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sculptor mounts' Ms statue on a pedestal for the same reason. And for the 
same reason all artists conventionalize their work to some degree, elimi- 
nating superfluous realism of detail, and simplifying essential ideas in 
terms of artistic symbols. In the theatre the devices which help to maintain 
aesthetic distance include the proscenium frame; the raised stage; the bright 
lights of the stage in contrast to the darkness of the house; the non-realistic 
elements in the setting or lighting; and, most important of all, the im- 
personative, non-communicative attitude of the actor. 

Students of the theatre sometimes m ake the mistake of supposing that 
the degree of empathy and the degree of ajsthetic distance should be ab- 
solute and the balance between them constant. Actually both elements 
are highly variable and relative, and the balance between them subject 
to many fluctuations. 

Roughly speaking, the degree of detachment necessary to an attitude 
of enjoyment is proportionate to the mentality and cultivation of the au- 
dience. Audiences of children or unsophisticated adults, with their less 
critical imaginations and less restrained empathies, can enjoy a more inti- 
mate relationship with the actor and a greater sense of imaginative partici- 
pation, without loss of aesthetic distance, than an audience of theatre-wise 
sophisticates. There are still audiences in the small-town and neighbor- 
hood theatres that hiss the villain, applaud the hero, and shout warnings 
to the heroine, as did the “ten-twenty-tMrty” audiences three genera- 
tions ago — ^not in the spoofing manner in which this has been done in some 
modern revivals of old melodramas, but in real imaginative enthusiasm. 
Audiences of children still shout “Yes!” to Peter Pan’s question: “Do you 
believe in fairies?” At a puppet show they raise pandemonium, shouting 
encouragement and advice to Peter Rabbit or Little Black Sambo; and 
they shriek with delight when the puppet hero addresses them in a con- 
fidential aside. Adult audiences which resent a soliloquy or aside speech in 
a modem realistic play have little difficulty in accepting the franker and 
more artificial asides of eighteenth-century comedy, for the very reason 
that they can assume a more imaginative and playful attitude toward the 
latter. 

It is extremely important to understand that these more robust and 
intimate audience attitudes do not imply a surrender of aesthetic distance, 
nor an exception to the principle of balance between aesthetic distance and 
empathy. They simply mean that under different conditions the distance 
is differently measured; that the more naive, frank, open and imaginative 
the attitude of the audience, the stronger may be its empathic responses 
without loss of aesthetic distance. 
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The Festival Spikit 


Before we leave the subject of audience attitude there is one other point 
which requires attention, and which seems to me of supreme importance- 
and that is the traditional association (mentioned briefly in Chapter I) of 
all forms of dramatic ceremonial with a spirit of festivity. 

People with a serious turn of mind and a taste for what is called serious 
drama not infrequently lose sight of this association, or suppose that we 
have outgrown it and can ignore it. Because festivity is sometimes as- 
sodated with frivolity they assume that it is necessarily a vain and shallow 
thing, inconsistent with a serious purpose or with the finer esthetic feel- 
ings. They somehow develop the notion that serious thin^ must be solemn ■ 
that notMng can be fine, or important, or artistic, unless it is also de- 
pressing, painful— even dull. 


I ^ould like to point out that the very words “festive,’' “festal “ 
‘festivity" and “festival”-like the word “holiday-’-havc a religious 
oiigm. An great religions recognize feast days as well as fast days; and 
most of them have more feast days than fast days. Feasting and^merri- 

SST as.sociatcd 

^ 4e celebration of important religious, or racial, or national events 

Primitive man celebrated the success of a hunt or a harvest or the culmina- 

tion of ^ imtiation ceremony with ritualistic feasting; the Greeks cele- 

brated the festival of Dionysus as a national holiday, with eating drink- 

mg, danemg, smgmg, and finally drama; we celebrate the birth of ClS 

the birth of our country, and our national Thanksgiving in similar ebul’ 

of tie occMk^ But SuT “r*®” “snitonco 

for joy and meirimeut, and doos not XTaffeef that t^f 

pravity, but onoX^bSly^Xu 
behavior of audiences in the theatre Wheth^^^ 

tion of the theatre-evenXt^nm: ! tradi- 

is the festival tradition; and audienew^^^ vital and permanent theatre- 
not know it. instinctively feel this, if they do 

A supcfidal tbinte ^ ^ 
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the theatre would necessarily mean the elimination of serious drama and 
the substitution of comedy, farce, or other light entertainment. It would 
mean nothing of the sort. The festive spirit is entirely consistent with the 
most earnest and artistic drama--even with tragedy. It was tragedy, more 
than comedy, that grew out of the Greek festival of Dionysus-the god 
of wme and fertility. It was tragedy, rather than comedy, that best satis- 
fied and typified the festive spirit of the Elizabethan age. 

To say, therefore, that a festive spirit is a vital part of audience attitude 
is not to say that audiences demand frivolous entertainment all the time. 
But they do demand a certain sense of exaltation, a kind of holiday smsa- 
tion, a feeling that something big and important is doing, and that they 
are in on the celebration. The more serious the play the more important 
this attitude and the more difEcult to maintain. 

It is my personal f eelmg that the weakness of much modem tragedy is its 
failure to meet just this demand as it was met by the heroic tragedies of 
other days, Pity, terror, excitement, and exaltation are consistent with 
the festive spirit; but depression and disgust are not. Music is enormously 
helpful in maintaining the festive attitude, and its widespread elimination 
in connection with legitimate plays has come nearer to killing the theatre 
than anything else in history. On the other hand grand opera, which com- 
bines the liveliest and most stirring music with the most horrific tragedy, 
is still very much alive. These are thoughts that tempt me to elaboration, 
but for the present we must get back to the more personal problems of the 
actor. 



The Dual Function of the Actor 


M odern acting is generally looked upon as an interpretative art 
subservient to the creative art of the dramatist, or of the director 
or of both. There is a tendency to regard the director as the supreme artist 
of the theatre, and the actors as what Gordon Craig called “tibermario- 
nettes,” sensitive to his manipulation, effacing themselves in their char- 
acters and in the totality of effect as conceived by him. 

Tke advantage of this arrangement in respect to artistic unity is so 
obvious that it has gained wide acceptance — especially among directors. 
As a musician enjoys the sensation of playing upon a flexible and respon- 
ave mstrument, or conducting a responsive orchestra, so a director en- 
joys working with actors who are sensitive tools in his hands, who respond 
to every shade of Ms creative feeling and are not diverted by wills and 
personalities of their own. If, however, their subservience is carried to its 
u timate extreme, they cease to function as interpretative artists; they 
become nothing but instruments. ^ 


I hardly ^ most of us are ready to go so far. We still prefer to watch 
the actor who seems to us to be an arUst, expressing something of himself 
as wefl as of the author and director. In spite of pictorial realism and con- 
^^t Illusion we still like the feeling that the actor is somehow sharing 
wia us his own keen, joyous appreciation of the character he is portraying^ 

r 1 ^™self. Without that feel- 

mg we should be m danger of confusing art with reality; and we might 

MAe^'Se" iraitatfon 


Artist and Instrument 


chisels on narUe S ^ works with 
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nation. Subjectively he is the artist. Objectivdy he is the instrument. 

This is easy to say, and, in principle, easy to understand. But when 
one tries to explain how the trick is done he finds it not so easy, for the 
two functions are really quite different, and in some respects seem almost 
irreconcilably inconsistent. 

As instrument, the actor is theoretically identified with the character 
he represents. Modern acting, especially realistic acting, aims at a high 
degree of convincingness and consistency of illusion. A character in a 
realistic play must be consistent with himself, and with the action of the • 
play; and he must be convincing to the imaginations of his audience. The 
modern audience has a keen sense of aesthetic distance, which is easily 
disturbed if the character fails to remam a part of the illusion, or if the 
actor fails to remain in character. Nothing more completely destroys our 
confidence in an actor and our pleasure in the illusion than the discovery 
that he is looking or talking directly at us in a palpably communicative 
way. We demand that he shall look, speak, and bdiave like the character 
we conceive him to be, and shall remain within the magic fiction of that 
other world which is the play. 

As artist, on the other hand, we think of him as independent of the 
character— as an interpreter, studying the character and making him in- 
telligible and interesting to us. We do not ask that he be at odds with the 
director or the other actors in his interpretation, or that he give us an in- 
terpretation different from that intaided by the author. But we do ask 
that he enrich and illuminate our experience by sharing with us his own 
wise appreciation and understanding of the author’s intention. 

The question is, how can he convey such an attitude to us without at 
the same time breaking the illusion and destroying his effectiveness as an 
instrument? Suppose, for example, that the character is intended to be 
amusingly stupid, and is to do or say funny things without himself real- 
izing that they are funny. As instrument the actor must preserve the il- 
lusion by looking stupid and uncomprehending. As artist he must some- 
how let the audience know that he, in harmony with the author, does 
comprehend the humor of the situation and desires the audience to com- 
prehend it; that the humor is intentional on the author’s part and the 
actor’s, though unintentional on the character’s. 

At first thought this seems impossible; and it might be nnpossible if 
art were not conventionalized, and acting had to be completely realistic. 
That it is not impossible is proved by the fact that all good actors succeed 
in doing it. Doubtless few of them could explain how, but we must try to 
find out. 
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Objective Realism and Subjective Appreciation 

In the first place, as already stated, the instrumental function of the 
actor is objective, while his artistic function is subjective. This is only a 
rough distinction, and can easily be overemphasized; but it does afford 
a useful basis for an analytical study of the dual function. 

What it means is that in conveying to the audience the illusion of the 
character the actor will employ chiefly objective means, and especially 
the boldest and most obvious of them. He will choose such postures 
gestures, and facial expressions as belong to a realistic conception of the 
character and his state of mind. He will speak the lines with at least the 
broader inflections appropriate to the character’s meaning and emotion 
To preserve illusion and assthetic distance he will refrain from looking into 
the eyes of his audience, or otherwise establishing overt communication 
with them. In short, he will be the character in every obvious external 
particular-^very element that appeals directly to the eyes and ears of 
the audience and c^ be readily identified as belonging to the character. 
More mportant still, he will avoid any objective expression which can 
be readily identified as not belonging to the character. 

On the other hand, in conveying to the audience his artistic appreciation 
Md mterpretation of the part he will contrive to use means that will seem 
to us more subjective than objective. I say ‘'seem to us” because of course 
toere are no trij^ subjective means of communication, short of mental 
telepathy. Possibly the great actor does establish his inner understanding 

S£s k r I prefer to say that he estab- 

fns These may include subtle modula- 

tmns of voice, sly, restramed gestures or half-concealed facial expressions 
toat are really objectve, but so inconspicuous by contrast with the bolder 

W ^ameterization that they seem to us to be wholly subjective 

A be concealed, ratherthan 

^bited, £md have escaped by accident without disrupting the illusion- 
or, better, that we have detected them, in spite of the actor’s skuf ZoZh 

Of subcoMdous 

mdedraM. to attempt a complete 

W of illustration, to point out a’^few of 



T he Dual Function of the Actor 3 5 

employed by the best actors to establish this hidden rapport with the au- 
dience. I shall choose three: Exaggeration) signaling, and projection. 

Exaggeration 

It has often been pointed out that drama, to be effective, must be height- 
ened by exaggeration. It is usually assumed, I think, that this is because 
of the great spaces and distances of the theatre, the potential distractions, 
and the fact that the audience is a group, not an individual. 

But there is a certain degree of exaggeration in any art. It is a form of 
emphasis. The artist, having selected a significant line, or color, or word, 
or thought, intensifies it slightly in order to draw attention to it and em- 
phasize its significance. In so doing, he not only tells the observer that the 
thin g is important, but also that he, the artist, understands its importance, 
and is purposely pointing it out. 

In precisely this way the actor can convey the humor of a character’s 
stupidity by exaggerating it — ^by making the character seem just a little 
more stupid than the audience can believe the actor himself to be. If a 
vacant expression is called for he makes it just a little more vacant than 
it would be in real life, and thereby informs the audience that the effect is 
intentional. If a comic awkwardness is called for, he contrives to be almost 
unbelievably awkward in an amusingly appropriate way, and the audience 
sees at once that it is no accident on the actor’s part, though seemingly 
so on the character’s. Conversely, if poetic elevation is called for in a 
tragic situation, the actor contrives to make the character rise a little above 
his natural mood, and the audience senses the artistic feeling behind the 
interpretation, without losing confidence in the illusion. In short, the actor 
achieves the dual function, not by making the character seem less than 
convincing, but by making him seem more than convincing. 

It is true, of course, that the taste of the present generation is for a 
comparatively restrained style of acting, and that the degree of exaggera- 
tion common in the acting of a century or half-century ago is no longer 
popular, especially in serious or tragic drama. But the difference is one of 
degree, not principle, and some exaggeration of the kind described will 
always be necessary. It is an essential part of the convention by which the 
art of the theatre is distinguished from the commonplace reality of life. 
And inciden tally the actor should realize that where restraint is called for, 
even the restraint can be exaggerated. 

Signaling 

Signaling is communication by means of symbols, and there are cer- 
tain symbols by which actors have learned to convey subjective attitudes 
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to their audiences, and which audiences have learned to recognize. H 

morous attitudes— especially dry or cynical ones, are most often convPvL' 
m this way. vuvLyea 


Some of these signals are highly individual with particular actors n 
actresses, and closely associated with their mannerisms. Many elderlv 
theafae-goers will remember the little trick of fingering his mou.sLhTbv 
which the younger John Drew used to let his audience in on his aonrerj/ 
tion of certain humors. Old timers will recall that Mrs. Fiskc accomplished 
a similar pu^ose with a characteristic shrug of the shouldens or turn of 
the wrist, and that when the lines permitted it without falsifying the char 
acto she dso employed a peculiar little choking gurgle, which in er 
rupted die flow of her speech at an unexpected place, and made the ' 
dience instantly aware of a humorous intent. Georr cZn T 
established a special understanding with his audience through funny S 

Of the feet. Lynne Fontanne signals humorous intent by a peculiar vorl? 
mflecdon— usually a prolongation of the final vowel wav back^ in ih,. f h f 

Quite apart from such individual mannerisms arc certain simviU i ^ 
have become more or less universally accepted as eslSr,T 
in the theatre. Peonle are nnf orrUr, •! ^ conventions 

reaches the humorous S L if, just as he 

know it is aU right to do so for tW 

familiar "go ahead" signal. * ^ unconsciously recognized a 

r 

rhythm for an instant, it create a n • upsetting the 

significant pause in music points up Sfetw a 

stantly that it is intentional, •'•’“ws in- 

pomt It IS equally effective for humS or fn^^° “ predation of the 

Still another signal is conveyed through SIT- 

tnrough the timing of illustrative "bush 
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ness.” An action which accompanies a significant line is speeded up a 
little so that it slightly anticipates the lincj sharpening the attention of the 
audience just in time to bring out the meaning. This is done so skillfully 
and so consistently by experienced actors that audiences grow accustomed 
to it without realizing that there is any departure from natural expression. 

A similar type of signal is to be found in the symbolic gesture, so familiar 
and well established that we recognize its significance at once— such, for 
example, as scratching the head to indicate perplexity, stroking the dun 
to indicate thoughtfulness, or rubbing the nose with the side of the finger 
to indicate casual indifference or comic surliness. 

All of these are thhigs that might conceivably be done by the characters 
themselves, yet when we see them we always seem to sense their subjective 
intention. Many other devices, less common and conventional, are also 
easy to recognize as subjective signals, and the actor who has a genuine 
impulse to share appreciation with his audience will be able to invent 
suitable ones whenever he needs them. Some of those mentioned, will be 
analyzed in more detail in connection with specific problems of acting in 
later chapters. 

Projection 

A third device which helps to keep the actor in subjective rapport with 
his audience is that of projection. 

No actor in his right mind, even in a realistic play, carries the objective 
truth of his characterization to the point of behaving on the stage exactly 
as the character would in real life. If he did so he would move about the 
stage aimlessly, with no regard to stage pictures; his face would be turned 
away at most inopportune times; his voice would often be muffled ^d 
inaudible; and his listeners would feel so completely left out of considera- 
tion that they would lose interest and go home. 

Even the most natural actor — if he is a good actor — employs a certain 
amount of projection, For example, he faces, or partly faces, the audience 
a good part of tlie time, especially for important lines; he controls his voice 
so that it will carry effectively to all parts of the house. In short, he projects 
his characterization to the eyes, ears, and imaginations of his audience, 
making it seem objectively real to them, whereas if it actually were ob- 
jectively real it would not reach them at all. 

Such projection — like exaggeration — ^is seldom as frank or extreme in 
modem acting as in that of an earlier day; the outright declamation of 
old-style acting is gone, perhaps forever. But this only means that the 
methods of projection must be more subtle, better concealed, less obtrusive. 
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It does not mean that successful projection is anv . 

used to be; if anything it is more important because of its t 

It must be managed in such a way that it does not seem hi 'difficulty. 

the objective characterization, and does not demand "’“"distent with 

But modern audiences are just as insistent up! it as tlS 

todraw^SSersTaliSgfrom^^^^^^ 

Without exactly knowing it S 

them, while seeming, objectively to be the h ^ to 

projection are too obvious they w^I condm^^r 

convincing; but if he does not prolei hJ «^^ and un- 

sent his aloofness, no matter how iuthful hi<; i ^ they will re- 

Fortunately the mean^ r.hZlu “““^ul his impersonation. 

em theatre are so familiar to us thft wra'*''' ^ accomplished in the mod- 
we accept all familiar conventions- and without thought, as 

consistent with objective truth. If Cstp "o ttnT' 
stance, that the actor is speaking in a louder t 1“* 

use m real life in a room the size of character would 

of it; and thus the louder tone Toes ^ .stop to think 

with the characterization. So, when the^T ^^^"f”^'^‘'^"'‘'”"®dstent 
means, does succeed in projecting hW ri, making use of familiar 
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ppreaating his subjective artistry. 

In til fl 1 . Axxitdde 
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as menial attitade. '“«*oo °f tto actor, so mnch 

tusT"- ?“ •» m« i*” talopondcnl 

bv J ‘0 conjecture wb i ■ i. Boswell wrote: 

represents, my notion is, that 
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he must have a kind of double feeling. He must assume in a strong degree the 
character which he represents, while he at the same time retains tlie conscious' 
ness of his own character. The feelings and passions of the character which he 
represents must take full possession as it were of the antichamber of his mind, 
while his own character remains in the innermost recess. 

And in the attempt to explain away the mystery he drew an amusing 
parallel from real life: 

The double feeling ... is experienced by many men in the common inter' 
course of life. Were nothing but the real character to appear, society would not 
be half so sate and agreeable as we find it. Did we discover to our companions 
what we really think of them, frequent quarrels would ensue, 

Whether we accept the parallel or not, there can be no doubt about the 
truth of the principle as applied to acting. The actor who realizes the vital 
importance of the dual attitude, and successfully cultivates it, will have 
little difficulty with its technique, and will eventually develop a personal 
technique of his own to express it. 




CHAPTER V 



Emotion in Acting 


\NE of the commonest platitudes about the theatre is the assertion 
ttat Its apped is largely to the emotions rather than the intellect 
Discussions of emotional acting frequenUy end-and sometimes bcgin-^ 
wia the decimation that all good acting is emotional; and one emSnt 
critic hM condemned the phrase “emotional actress” as tautological “If 
she isn't emotional,” he says, “she isn't an actress ” If 

stL loosely over- 

tho .pped of h T ‘‘’1- ° ft" 

amf that many, if not most, of tha ’great mommiTtaS^t™"*’™'^’ 
manta of sttong amotional mponaa ”'>■ 

For that reason it would seem wise for the ari nr 

to the study of emotion. Most actors talk glibly enoLh ILTk bur*'°" 
few give serious thought to the nnhir» ^ J about it, but very 

il. caoa«, efftstta, Mtatl'™ aap^cts. 
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t^n of emotion. Some of th^deSnlTas ^rt^^ to agree upon a defini- 
of certain motor states; others denv or 5^®®’?^®tion m consciousness 
ness, and describe emotion as the mot *“P®tance of conscious- 

mental state morerLTaaiiteT define it as a 

of measuring emotiWtZ ^h-e is talk 

Laboratory experiments have been made secretions, 

to disprove each theory, and they seem to "^^^^bers to prove and 

™ cts about the emotional behavior 
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of human beings that have been fairly evident to careful observers for 
many centuries. It is possible, for example, to draw certain contrasts be- 
tween emotional and intellectual behavior, despite the fact that some 
psychologists insist that both arc matters of muscle tensions and scien- 
tifically indistinguishable. It is certainly possible to describe tliose states 
which everybody agrees are emotional, such as fear, hatred, anger, grief, 
love, and mirth. 

The most helpful thing which the actor can learn about emotion is that 
it is relatively total and inclu.sivc, and closely associated with the instincts. 

Most of our instinctive impulses arc broad ones, involving the whole 
bodily mechanism. In responding instinctively we react all over, not just 
with the voice, or the hand, or the brain. Children and savages, being 
largely governed by instincts, rather than inhibitions, show this totality 
in the human mcchani.sm more clearly than civilized adults. Wlien they 
are pleased they dance all over; when they are afraid they cringe all over; 
when they speak they e.\prcss themselves in bodily action and attitude as 
well as in words and tones. There are, to be sure, some instinctive reflexes 
that are local, such as the impulse to brush off a fly with the hand, or to 
blink the eye in warding ofl a speck of dust; but these are local only because 
they are trifling and habitual, and they are less local in children than in 
adults. The more vital the instinct — the more essential, that is, to the 
main business of survival — the more total the reaction. 

On the other hand we have acquired, through education and civilization, 
the ability to do some things in a more limited and partial way. We can 
sit in a chair and think, with most of the body passive; and can record our 
thoughts with a pen or pencil by a slight movement of one hand. Extremely 
civilized people can take part in a controversial discussion, maintaining 
a composed and judicial attitude, and reacting largely with mind and voice 
rather than with muscles, nerves, and glands. Instead of instinctive and 
total activity we have controlled and partial activity. 

Does this suggest a useful distinction between intellectual and emotional 
states? I think it does. The intellectual state is above all a limited state, 
involving certain portions of the mechanism more than others; while the 
emotional state is a total or inclusive one, involving the whole mechanism. 
The intellectual is controlled; the emotional is released. The intellectual is 
acquired, the emotional is instinctive. The intellectual is somewhat re- 
mote from physical necessity, while tlie emotional is dosely assodated 
with those instincts most vital in the biological struggle for existence. 
When we think of a thing we do so chiefly with our brains; when we feel 
it emotionally we feel it all over. 
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I am a-ware that this is a relative distinction only, and that it breaks 
do-wn under certain laboratory tests. I think we may even concede a meas- 
ure of truth to the theory that we actually think with our muscles and 
glands as well as our nerves and brains. Nevertheless, for all practical 
purposes the distinction is a useful one, and holds good in the art of acting 
It helps us to understand what is meant when an actor is said to have done 
an especially powerful piece of emotional acting, and elicited a deep emo- 
tional response from his audience. 

To do a fine piece of emotional acting the actor must discover in his 
imaginative concept of the dramatic situation something that relates to 
the vital elements of life, arouses instinctive reactions, and is felt all over 
involving the total mechanism of body and mind; and he must be able to 
project that something to his audience and share it with them in such a 
way that they too will feel it all over, empathically. 


Should the Actoe FEel His Part? 

This brings us face to face with the question which has agitated the 
theatrical world on and off for a century and a half: Should the actor feel 
his part emotionally, or should he remain emotionally insensible, the better 
to move others? 

The question was raised, of course, by the French philosopher, Diderot 
in his Paradoxe sw le comSdim, published in 1770, and was revived a 
hundred and ten years later to become the subject of a heated controversy 
that has not yet entirely died out. I should hesitate to give it space but 
for the fact that the one adequate book on the subject— William Archer’s 
nr Foc«-is out of print and difficult to obtain. In Ue Art of Play 
Prodmion I summarized Mr. Archer’s discussion at some length, and for 
the benefit of the reader who is not familiar with either book I quote here 
the more essential portions of that summary: 


DiSrS'in completely insensible to emotion 

iderot so far overstated his case that he cannot be taken quite seriously His 

Coquelin revSand 

^mded it m a widely read essay, L’Art et le comHien, published in i88o~8i 
Wto quoting Biderot, Coquelin endorsed the Paraded as "literal truth » b.n 

® ^ whether he had read the Paradoxe 

•Msibffit, is lie p^sibffity rf , Jtm " 





Plate I. David Gurrick {1717-1779)- Probably the most 
famous actor in history. Above, studying the text of 
Macbelh. Upper right: As master of ceremonies at tlie 
celebrated Stratford Jubilee in honor of Shakespeare in 
1769. Riglit: The mug from which he pledged the mem- 
ory of Shakespeare on that occasion (now owned by 
the author’s next-door neighbor). Below: With Mrs. 
Pritchard in Macbeth (showing his rather small stature). 







(1576-1658?) 

Thomas Hcttorton 
(1635-1710) 


Richard Burbage 

(iS 67 ?-i 6 ig) H 



Plate 3. Stars of long ago. Burbage was the leading actor of 
the company for which Shakespeare wrote. Lowin is re- 
puted to have been the first Hamlet. Betterton has Ijcen 
called the first great English actor. Peg Wollington was 
Garrick’s leading lady in his early years. Mrs. Siddons was 
the most popular of the Kembles, and Kean was one of the 
most famous tragedians after ( larrick. 



Peg Woffington 
(i 7 r 8 -i 76 o) 


. 



Sarah Kemble Siddons 
(i7SS-i83t) 



Edmund Kean 
(1787-1833) 



The Atu/aler Kent Uusam 

Plate 3. A leading theatre of stock-company days. The old “stock” companies were really repertory 
companies — strong organizations of fiist-class actors with occasional visiting stars. The “Arch" 
was in its heyday in the fifties and early sixties, when Philadelphia was the theatrical capital of 
the country. The music-publishing center or tin-pan alley of the time was right around the cor- 
ner in the same city, and the polka was in fashion. The illustration above is from the cover of a 
piece of sheet music dedicated to Mrs. John Drew, who became sole lessee of the theatre in 1861. 
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Plate 4, Ai'ch Slrvel Theatre httniihills. lu those 
days one could buy a full evening’s en tevtiiiii- 
ment for ss, 50, or 75 a-iUs a live-act 
tragedy, a short comedy, and a dance inter- 
lude, with an uveruivc by a full orchestra. 
The curtain rose at seven and fell at mididght. 
Actors worked hard; a leading player might 
be called upon to act twelve or fourteen parts 
in two weeks, four or hve of them new to liim. 
The bill was changed nightly, though some 
plays were done a good many times each sea- 
son. Left: Another example of sheet music 
dedicated to a player. 











John Brew (Senior) 
(1S27-1862) 


John Sleeper Clarke 
(i8S3-iSgg) 


William Wheatley 
(1816-1876) 
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John Gilbert 
(1820-1887) 


John McCullough 
(1837-1885) 


Plale 5. Arch Sired Theatre players. Mrs. Drew, 
Davenport, and others remained active and prominent 
for many years; McCullough, then a young beginner, 
became a very popular tragedian in the Forrest tradi- 
tion, and Gilbert a favorite comedian. Wheatley later 
gained fame as producer of The Black Crook, which 
shocked and delighted New York in 1866. From time 
to time such traveling stars as Charlotte Cushman 
and Edwin Bootli also played with this company. 
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E. L. Davenport (1815-1877) 
as Othello 


Metamoia 
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Edwin Forrest 
(1806-1872) 

From an engraving by John 
Sartain, autographed by For- 
rest for a famous manager 




Fmreft 2s '^"^ing since CJarrick, Edwin 

Li r ^<:tor of all time, and by others the worst ranter on the 
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William Charles Macrcady 

(1793-1873) 


The great English actor whose rivalry with 
Forrest led to the bloody Astor I’lacc riots. 



James Edward Murdoch 
(1811-1853) 


Mrs. Drew called him “a delightful actor" and 
almost the only one of his time who “hadn’t 
a tone of Edwin Forrest.” Fils fine voice is 
a theatre tradition. 





Charles Dickens 
(1813-1870) 

Called by Macready and others the greatest 
amateur actor of his day, he really had professional 
experience under an assumed name. He is here 
.shown as a reader. 



j Plate 7, Some contemporaries of Forrest. 
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Charlotte Cushman 
(1816-1876) 



Edwin Thomas Booth 
(1833-1803) 

A generation younger than Forrest, he succeeded him as 
the foremost American tragedian. Many people consid- 
ered him the greatest actor of his century and tiie greatest 
Hamlet of them ail. 



Lawrence Barrett 

(1838-1851) 


Pfulc 8. SkiRC pioneers. Booth pro- 
foundly influenced the history of act- 
ing by substituting a more restrained, 
intellectual style for the iroisy violence 
of Forrest. Barrett dirt much to 
popularise traveling repertory, taking 
his coni2>any with him when other 
stars were still traveling alone. Sey- 
mour, youthful stage manager for 
Barrett in 1873, helped to raise stage 
directing to its present dignity as an 
art, and was known in his old age as 
the dean of American directors. 







Barrett as mng Lear William Seymour 

(1855-1933) 

as the Fool in King Lear 




Booth as lago 
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tinguish it from reality; and that for effective creative work in that art the actor 
must "remain master of himself throughout the most impassioned and violent 
action on the part of the character which he represents; in a word, remain un- 
moved himself, the more surely to move others. . He does not say, as Diderot 
does, that the actor should be insensible to emotion — merely that he should 
neither give way to it, nor depend upon it. “I am convinced,” he says, “that one 
can only be a great actor on condition of a complete self-mastery and ability to 
express feelings which are not experienced, which may never be experienced, 
which from the very nature of things never can be experienced.” 

Coquelin’s essay aroused a great deal of protest, and led to a spirited contro- 
versy in which Henry Irving became the leader of the opposition. The contro- 
versy interested William Archer, who, with the coBperation of Longman’s 
Magazine, undertook to assemble and analyze all tlie available opinions on both 
sides. He distributed an elaborate questionnaire, asking several hundred actors 
and actresses whetlier they were in the habit of giving way to genuine tears, 
blushes or laughter on tlie stage; whether tlieir acting of emotional scenes was 
affected by their memory of personal sorrows or other experiences; whether they 
found it necessary to prepare for exacting parts by working up, their emotions 
beforehand; whether tliey experienced a kind of "double consciousness” in 
acting, and whether they believed in making use of sudden inspirations. The 
results of his study were publislied first in the magazine and later (1888) in the 
form of a book entitled Masks or Faces. 

I shall not attempt to detail all of Mr. Archer’s conclusions; every actor and 
every stage director should read Masks or Faces for himself. It is sufficient to 
say tliat altliough he is by no means unbiased in his attitude and starts out with 
the evident purpose to prove Diderot in the wrong, he ends by accepting a 
compromise position. He brings overwhelming evidence against the notion that 
a temperamentally insensitive person makes the best actor, but he finally agrees 
that a measure of self-control is essential to good acting, even in highly emotional 
scenes. This, after all, was Coquelin’s main point, if not Diderot’s, and it is ad- 
mitted by Irving, Booth, Barrett, Clara Morris, and many other players quoted 
by Mr, Archer as supporters of tlie emotional theory. Clara Morris — ^who shed 
tears profusely on the stage and “felt” her parts with exquisite agony — states 
the compromise view clearly. “As to really losing oneself in a part,” she says, 
“that will not do; it is worse to be too sympathetic than to have too much art. 
I must cry in my emotional rdles and feel enough to cry, but I must not allow 
myself to become so affected as to mumble my words, to redden my nose, or to 
become hysterical.” Lambert’s famous phrase, Le coeur ckaud, la i 6 ie froide (“a 
warm heart but a cool head”) expresses the same idea in epigrammatic form, and 
offers perhaps the best statement of tlie true paradox of acting. 

■ 

From the standpoint of the modern director WiUiam Archer’s book has, I 
think, one or two limitations for which the student must make due allowance. 
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The TnnRt serious is thst he uppeurs to consider BCting &s un individual mutter, 
ignoring the problem of tesmwork. When nn nctor under stress of emotion pro- 
duces sn effect which not only electrifies his audience hut startles his fellow, 
actors out of their composure, one may properly ask if he is not achieving a 
ppTpnnal triumph at the expense of the teamwork. Mr. Archer cites incidents 
of the with implied praise, and in accordance with the prevailing taste in 
1888 he appears to measure excellence in acting largely by intensity of emotional 
effect upon the audience. The good actor, to him, is the one who “stops tlie 
show.” He admits that a complete loss of self-control is bad, but he appears to 
tliinir of it in terms of the individual actor and the effect upon his acting. The 
modern director must think in terms of the whole play, and to him the great 
danger in excessively emotional acting is that it will throw the actor out of his 
stride, disrupt the teamwork, disconcert the other actors, and unbalance the 
production. 

• A second limitation in Mr. Archer’s discussion is the fact tliat he conducts it 
without definition of terms, and without knowledge of the psychological prin- 
ciples involved — or at any rate without reference to tliem. Had he believed, as 
most psychologists now believe, that emotion is the effect rather than the cause, 
of bodily activity, he would doubtless have attacked the problem in a different 
way. Diderot’s conception of a great actor simulating perfectly the bodily mani- 
festations of emotion and yet feeling no emotion himself is clearly improbable 
under the James-Lange theory. But equally improbable is Mr. Archer’s concep- 
tion of emotion as an inner urge, an actuatmg cause, moving the actor to out- 
ward expression. 

Emotion, according to the James-Lange theory, is but the realization in 
consciousness of certain bodily activities — ^laughter, tears, trembling, dryness of 
the throat and so on — ^the activities themselves being induced by sensory stimuli. 
The emotion aroused by one set of motor activities may, of course, play a part 
m shaping the next set, since the motor activities are governed by past experi- 
ence as well as by immediate stimuli; but that means a procession of horse- 
drawn carts rather than a cart before its own horse. Every emotion felt by the 
actor will undoubtedly affect his subsequent motor activities; but it cannot affect 
the motor activities out of which tliat particular emotion is built, since they 
precede it. From the fact that many great actors weep and suffer in sympathy 
with the characters thqr portray, William Archer seems to infer that they are 
great actors because they are able to weep and suffer. William James would 
doubtless have said that they weep and suffer because they are great actors — 
because they simulate the bodily activities of suffering so completely that they 
cannot help feeling the corresponding emotion. 

The more often one rereads Masks or Faces the more apparent it be- 
comes that the controversy is largely one of terminology. In essence, most 
actors are of the same opinion. They agree that a warm, S3mipathetic, 
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imaginative appreciation of emotional values and experiences is necessary 
if the actor is to get beneath the surface of his part and arouse lively em- 
pathic responses in his audience; but they also agree that he must be 
sufficiently in control of himself to preserve Aesthetic distance. 

In effect, this is just what was said in the previous chapter in terms of 
the dual function. As instrument the actor must be in character, and that 
means that he must be imaginatively true to the emotions of the character. 
At the same time he must not give way to those emotions to the point of 
losing his self-control and his interpretative function as artist. He must 
be two things at once: a character experiendng certain emotions, and a 
commentator appreciating them aesthetically. 

The James-Lange Theory 

In The Art of Play Production I gave a good deal of space to the so-called 
James-Lange theory of emotion in relation to acting. Since the publication 
of that book the James-Lange theory has been under fire, and some psy- 
chologists are asserting that it has been definitely disproved. 

The essential part of the theory as stated by William James himself, 
in his Principles of Psychology (1890), is that “emotion follows upon the 
bodily expression, in the coarser emotions at least”; and he explains it as 
follows: 

Our natural way of thinking about these coarser emotions is that the mental 
perception of some fact excites the mental affection called the emotion, and tlrat 
this latter state of mind gives rise to the bodily expression. My theory, on tlie 
contrary, is that the bodily changes follow directly the perception of the exciting 
fact, and that our feeling of the same changes or they occur is the emotion. Common- 
sense says, we lose our fortune, are sorry and weep; we meet a bear, are fright- 
ened and run; we are insulted by a rival, are angry and strike. The hypothesis 
here to be defended says that this order of sequence is incorrect, that the one 
mental state is not immediately induced by the other, that the bodily mani- 
festations must first be interposed between and that the more rational statement 
is that we feel sorry because we cry, angry because we strike, afraid because we 
tremble, and not that we cry, strike, or tremble because we are sorry, angry, 
or fearful, as the case may be. 

A somewhat similar statement was published in 1885 by Professor C. G. 
Lange, of Copenhagen; Lange, however, put more emphasis than James 
upon the idea of visceral reactions — ^reactions of the heart, lungs, stomach 
glands, etc. — as the cause of emotional sensation, and it is this phase of 
the theory which has been most vigorously attacked. Many psychologists 
and many philosophical writers on aesthetics have endorsed the James- 
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Lange theory in general, -without in any way analyzing its detailed tech- 
nical aspects; and in some instances, perhaps, without understanding it 
very clearly. On the other hand some of the critics of the theory do not 
seem to understand it any more clearly, especially the portions contributed 
by 'William James. James, though a leading psychologist, was more of 
a philosopher than a technician, and approached the problem of behavior 
from a broadly human point of view almost incomprehensible to a certain 
type of laboratory scientist. 

One form of attack on the James-Lange theory has grown out of experi- 
ments designed to prove that certain visceral sensations commonly as- 
sociated -with emotion may be prevented by spinal transection without 
obliterating the emotion; also that widely different emotions seem to 
involve the same visceral changes. 

Another form of attack is based upon evidence that the production of 
visceral symptoms by artificial means (such as drugs), in the absence of an 
emotional idea, does not produce the emotion. 

Another is based upon experiments alleged to indicate that mental emo- 
tion takes place more quickly after the stimulus than bodily reaction. I 
have not seen these experiments, and cannot judge their soundness, or the 
soundness of the controlling conditions uridcr which they have been per- 
formed. My own experience leads me to believe with William James that 
bodily reaction time is for quicker than the mental realization of emotional 
states. 

Still another attack, backed by some very eminent psychologists, is 
postulated on the assertion that emotion can be distinguished introspec- 
tively from the sensations that accompany it. This is an objection that 
seems to me to have been effectively refuted by William James himself, 
in a passage too long to quote, which may be found on pages 45 1-45 2 of the 
Principles of Psychology (Vol. II). When it comes to introspective psy- 
chology I have found James the most reliable of observers. 

^ The trouble with most of these attacks is that they are based upon 
limited conceptions of the James-Lange theory; they fail utterly to take 
into consideration the totality of response which James certainly believed 
in, and which many observers regard as the key to emotion. James em- 
phasizes repeatedly the multiplicity of bodily reactions involved in the 
emotions, and the variation of these reactions in different people for the 
sme emotion, and even in the same people at different times. He does not 
daun that tte reactions for any given emotion can be catalogued; in fact, 
he states tte opposite. Consequently, when his opponents show that cer- 
tain specific reactions may be present and a given emotion absent, or vice 



Emotion in A ctmg 

versa, they do not disprove his theory; they merely disprove something 
he does not say. 

What he does say, and I think proves, is that emotion is the realization 
in consciousness of the sum total of bodily reactions called forth by cer- 
tain types of stimuli. The stimuli which produce what he calls the coarser 
emotions are clearly those which have the closest associations with our 
vital instincts, or with past emotional experiences. As I see it, such stimuli 
arouse the whole sympathetic nervous system, involving body and brain 
in a totality of response; and when some portion of the body is cut off or 
anesthetized, the remaining portions take over the load, just as the sense 
organs of touch and hearing take over when the sense of sight is destroyed. 
To prevent emotion entirely when the stimulus is right the experimenter 
would have to anesthetize the whole mechanism; and to create it when a 
true stimulus is lacking he would have to produce artificially the full 
totality of bodily symptoms — a perfection of synthesis manifestly im- 
possible. 

Whatever may be true of the details of the theory, I still firmly believe 
that the conscious realization of an emotion is the effect, rather than the 
cause, of the physical reactions which accompany it. And this, if true, is of 
great significance to the actor. 

The James-Lange Theoey in Relation to Acting 

The old notion of emotional acting was that you imagine a moving 
situation, feel the emotion, and then express it in voice and action. Most 
of the actors and actresses who answered William Archer’s questions in 
1887 obviously thought of the process in this way, and regarded emotional 
sensibility as a cause, rather than a result of expression. If this idea were 
correct, it would follow inevitably that the most accurate expression and 
portrayal of emotion would come from those actors who were feeling the 
emotion most deeply. To express suffering, one would really have to suffer; 
to express love, one would have to fed love as his own emotion. And he 
would have to feel these emotions at every performame and in advance of 
their expression. 

If, on the contrary, the James-Lange theory is sound, acting becomes a 
somewhat different process. You first imagine the moving situation, then 
respond with certain motor activities whidi are the natural or conditioned 
reaction to that situation; and then — ^if the reactions are true — ^you ex- 
perience the emotion. 

If your reactions were completely true, involving the whole bodily, 
nervous, and mental mechanism in a perfect totality of response, you would 
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fed the emotion nt its full vslue £is £iii Ebsolutely genuine thingi ThiSj of 
course, never quite happens. Since acting is not real life, but an art, there 
is always in it some element of convention, or artistry, or conscious pre- 
tense however slight. This interferes with the totality of reactions in some 
way, keeping it somewhat bdow one hundred percent; and the greater the 
element of artifidality the less the chance of the actor’s feeling the emo- 
tion. Conversdy, the more nearly complete his bodily response, the greater 
the likelihood of his feeling at least some trace of the emotion. 

Just what can the actor learn from the James-Lange theory that is of 
practical value? 

In the first plnrp he can learn a lesson that is always useful; the lesson 
of moderation. If he permits himself to enter too unreservedly into the 
imaginative situation, his bodily response will be too complete, too in- 
stinctive, too real. As a result he will feel too much emotion, be overcome 
by it, and lose his sdf-control; and with it his aisthetic distance and that 
of his audience. 

In the second place he can learn the opposite lesson, that too little 
imagination means too little bodily response, and too little bodily response 
means too little emotion, both on his own part and that of his audience. 
When his bodily response is too partial or too sketchy to engender in him 
any suggestion of emotion, he should take warning, for it is a sign that his 
imaginative concept is too limited to arouse the necessary empathic re- 
sponses in the audience. The best actors “act all over”; and when you see 
an actor who does not, you may be sure either that he is badly inhibited, 
or that his imagination is incomplete, stimulating only a partial response 
instead of a total one. 

In the third place he can learn the futility of waiting for inspiration, or 
depending upon it. There are moments, of course, when actors do experi- 
ence those flashes of impulse which we loosely call inspiration; but they 
are sporadic and untrustworthy, and the more emotional they are, the less 
trustworthy, David Garrick, one of the greatest actors of all time, said, 
“I do not depend upon that inspiration which idle mediocrity awaits.” If 
the actor would be certain of his effects, especially in repeated perform- 
ances, he must depend rather upon properly chosen and wcll-cobrdinated 
bodily activities, well learned and accurately repeated at each perform- 
mce. An understanding of the James-Lange theory will help him here 
in two ways. In rehearsal it will help him to select the right activities; 
for at the moment when his imagination is most active and his bodily 
responses most instinctively true, the surge of real emotion will tell him 
that he has, so to speak, hit the target. In performance, it will help him to 
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recreate the same mood by repeating as accurately as possible the same 
actions. It is surprising how much of the imaginative situation, if not the 
actual emotion, can be recalled in this way, even when the actor feels out 
of sorts before the performance begins. 

Finally, the actor can learn from the James-Lange theory the importance 
of coordinating bodily movements with lines as early as possible, and of 
acting — areally acting — at rehearsals. 

Unfortunately the latter is a lesson many actors refuse to learn. There is 
some excuse perhaps for the oldsters, for they naturally dislike to violate 
the hallowed tradition learned in their youth. The tradition in question 
originated, of course, in the days of classic repertory, when rehearsals were 
held primarily to refresh the memories of actors already familiar -with the 
play, and to give them any changes of business dictated by the visiting 
star. It is not strange that under those conditions experienced actors fore- 
bore to extend themselves at rehearsal in what would have seemed an un- 
necessary display of emotionalism or virtuosity. Even so, one may suspect 
that they were partly actuated by a kind of false pride, a self-conscious fear , 
of being thought unprofessional or uncertain of their powers. But when a 
modern company is learning a new play — especially a modern play which 
does not depend upon poetry and declamation — there is no excuse for 
postponing all acting until the first public performance. To do so is to re- 
duce the so-called rehearsals to the status of memory drills, and to make 
the first few performances the real rehearsals. This is not only a stupid 
waste of time, but is unsound in principle and practice; and for amateurs 
who are to give but one or two performances it is absurd. The most im- 
portant function of rehearsals is to give opportunity for imaginative ex- 
periment, for developing those totalities of action out of which emotions 
arise, and for coordinating word and action, mind and body, into more or 
less habitual and reliable forms of expression. 

Cumulative Excitation 

Neither emotions nor the actions which engender them are single, iso- 
lated experiences. They are links in a chain of experiences, and each plays 
its part in shaping the chain as a whole. When the actor, either by instinct 
or accident, responds to a situation with a totality of activities that re- 
sults in a conscious emotion, that emotion affects his subsequent behavior. 
If not so extreme as to weaken his self-control it serves as a kind of re- 
inspiration, stimulating his imagination, enlarging his conception of the 
character, and shutting out distractions. Emotions and moods are thus 
cumulative; they can be built up through exercise. Each emotion is the 
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result of certain motor activities, which in turn result from certain stimuli; 
but it may also serve as the cause of heightened imaginative sensibilities, 
which in turn produce fresh stimuli, leading to fresh responses and more 

emotional realization. 

It was this principle, in effect, that was so early discovered hy our savage 
ancestors and put into practice in their war-dance ceremonials and other 
activities for self-exdtation; and it is still understood— or at any rate 
practiced — ^by the child working himself up into a tantrum. The war dance 
is nothing in the world but a method of creating certain desired emotions 
by going through the actions associated with them. To insure his behaving 
properly in the real battle, despite the stress of fear or distraction, the 
savage acts out Hs part experimentally in the ceremonial which serves as a 
rehearsal. Subject to certain established conventions, he does this realis- 
tically and with imaginative conviction, undeterred by self-consciousness 
over the resulting emotion. He knows perfectly well that this is a more ef- 
fective and reliable preparation than he could get by walking calmly 
through the positions dictated by custom or strategy, and reciting in 
undertones the war aies with which he is expected later to 
terrorize the enemy. 

Why, th en , should a modern actor suppose that walking through the 
business of a play and reciting in mechanical undertones will prepare him 
to act with conviction or fire, or even with reliability? A sublime egotist, 
superbly confident of his own genius, might suppose so; but as such a per- 
son is very unlikely to be reading a book on acting I need not address my 
observations to him. When a normal, reasonably well-balanced young 
actor persuades himself that he cannot act at rehearsals, it is usually be- 
cause he has yielded to laziness, or false pride, or to that self-conscious fear 
of display that we sometimes miscall modesty. 

It is true, of course, that there is some stimulus to the imagination in the 
presence of an audience, and that some very good actors find it difficult to 
act without one. They should remember Garrick’s famous statement: “If 
you cannot give a speech, or make love, to a table, chair or marble as well 
as to the finest woman in the world, you are not, nor ever will be, a great 
actorl” And if an audience still seems needed at rehearsal, why not invite 
a few good listeners to a rehearsal, and call it a rehearsal? Why sell tickets 
for a rehearsal and call it a performance? Since the material success of a 
production is often determined by the reaction of the first two or three 
paying audiences, this practice is not even good business. It is certainly 
not good art. 

The unwillingness to act at rehearsals is a characteristic of third-rate 
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actors; the great ones, like Garrick, have generally been less tempera- 
mental about it, though some have pretended to be more casual than they 
really were. Charlotte Cushman, for example, is quoted by her chief biog- 
rapher, Emma Stebbins, as saying that she was content to get the general 
sense of her part at rehearsals; but my own grandmother, who was on the 
stage for forty-five years, used to say that the most stirring piece of acting 
she ever saw was a portrayal of Xady Macbeth, in the banquet scene, done 
at rehearsal, in street dress, by that same Charlotte Cushman. The great 
English actor, Macready, was outspoken on the subject. “Frequently,” he 
says in his Reminiscences, “when I have given certain directions to actors 
rehearsmg, the answer has beeir, ‘Sir, I never can act at rehearsal, but I 
will do it at night.’ To which I had only one reply: ‘Sir, if you cannot do 
it in the morning, you cannot do it at night!’ ” 

On the whole, we can well afford to take a lesson from our war-dancing 
forefathers on the cumulative effect of emotional response. As built up 
through whole-hearted and repeated acting at rehearsals it can be one of 
the most important means of controlling artistically the emotional ex- 
periences of the audience. 

Emotion and the jEsthetic Balance 

It is not, as we have seen, a matter of ultimate importance whether the 
actor feels emotion or not; his object is to induce emotion empathically 
in his audience. But to do so he must induce in them physical reactions 
which will be felt as emotions; and to do that he must suggest those re- 
actions by his own physical behavior. When he does so correctly they will 
feel the emotions; and so, in all probability, will he. 

On the other hand, as we have seen, the emotions of the audience must 
not be allowed to run away with them, destroying the balance between 
empathy and aesthetic distance. When the actor himself begins to feel his 
emotional responses overcoming him, he may well consider whether the 
audience is not having the same eiqierience empathically. If so, it is his 
business to regain self-control and reestablish his own aesthetic balance, to 
the end that that of the audience may be preserved. 

“But,” says the young actor, “if my acting is true to life, according to 
the James-Lange theory I will feel the emotions; and if I do not feel the 
emotions it is a sign that my acting is not true. How then can I restrain my 
own emotions except by restricting or falsifying my actions? And if I do 
that, how can I escape restricting or falsifying the empathies of my au- 
dience?” 

The answer is that some limitatisH'H^wnawEfemsifflBOflS^^ the 
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whole idea of testhetic distance; and there can be no objection to such a 
degree of restriction as corresponds to the actor’s own sense of detachment, 
provided his detachment is really that of ajsthetic distance and not that 
of indifference or incompetence. Actually the listeners will feel a little more 
empathy and a little less restraint than the actor; for having no technical 
responsibilities they can sit back in the darkness, forget their surroundmgs, 
and yield themselves up to the story imaginatively, while the actor has to 
remember his lines, actions, and positions on the stage, and his technique 
of projection. This does not necessarily mean that the listeners are per- 
petually on the verge of losing their distance and being overcome by 
emotion; after all, they are merely feelmg as empathic motor patterns what 
the actor is actually doing on the stage, and they are separated from him 
by light, space, and elevation. But it does mean that the actor can afford 
to keep his activities under reasonable control without danger of failing to 
stir up adequate emotions in his audience — ^provided he has imaginative 
sincerity and conviction. 

In the study of emotion in acting one should beware of the constant 
temptation to forget the dual function of the actor, and to assume that we 
are dealing only with a single set of emotions. The actor should remind 
himself frequently that the character’s emotions may be different from his 
own, and differently expressed. Emotionally, the character may be utterly 
unlike himself; yet the actor must contrive to understand the character’s 
emotions imaginatively, and make them empathically evident to the au- 
dience. This does not necessarily exclude the actor’s own emotions; but 
they should be his emotions as artist, and should not be confused with the 
emotions of the character. A great deal of the popular nonsense about 
emotional acting would disappear through its own absurdity if we kept 
reminding ourselves that the actor’s emotions and the character’s emotions 
are two different things — sometimes alike, sometimes different, and some- 
times utterly opposite. 


Selection 

In acting, as in every other art, the thing which makes possible the 
aesthetic balance is the principle of selection. 

The artist does not falsify. Sometimes he exaggerates, or distorts, for 
fun, or emphasis. But always he selects. He presents what is fundamentally 
or essentially true, but he does not present all of it. He picks out those 
elements which will best convey the truth, or his interpretation of the 
truth; and he leaves out unessential or confusing details. By doing so he 
creates the essential empathies that give aesthetic pleasure, and avoids 
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creating the unnecessary, distracting ones that would destroy aesthetic 
distance. 

In rehearsing an emotional scene the imaginative actor finds himself in 
a totality of bodily response which brings with it a surge of emotional 
sensation. The emotional sensation, if correct, tells him that he has the 
right response; but if he is a good actor he does not stop there. Rather he 
considers what parts of his total response can best be seen or heard by the 
audience or successfully projected to them; and how these elements can 
be captured and learned, and successfully repeated at every performance. 
The born actor makes this selection instinctively, almost subconsciously, 
and never analyzes his reasons; but it is better to do it consciously than 
not at all. When it is done well, there is little sacrifice of essential empathies 
or of emotional appeal, but there is a much better mainte ngn r ft of sesthetic 
distance. 

Emotion, then, is neither a means nor an end so far as the actor himself 
IS concerned. It is rather an incidental effect which sometimes serves as a 
guide to selection. What really does function as a means to good acting is 
imagination. 



CHAPTER VI 


Imagination in Acting 

T O SOME people the word “imagination” implies a kind of mystic 
ability to conjure up something out of nothing, to invent fictitious 
tiiiTigR through sheer power of inspiration. 

Such an ability is, of course, sdentifically impossible. Ideas are like 
matter and energy. They cannot be created; they can only be transformed 
from one state to another. Groups of ideas can be pulled apart and re- 
assembled in different combmations; newly acquired ideas can be combined 
with old or fg-miligr ones; old ideas can be restated in new terms. But no 
new idea can be conceived except in terms of elements already experi- 
enced, either directly or vicariously. Imagination is simply the power of an 
active, associative mind to grasp and appreciate ideas in concrete terms— 
that is, in terms of sights, sounds, and other sensory images. Anybody not 
blind can see; anybody not deaf can hear; but only the imaginative person 
can see in his mind's eye or hear in his mind's ear. Even he cannot do so 
without some stimulus, new or remembered, to suggest the image. The 
difference between the highly imaginative person and the relatively un- 
imaginative one is that the latter requires mudi more help from his sensory 
stimuli before his imagination will function, while the former seems able to 
seize upon the rem!otest and most abstract suggestion and draw from it a 
pageant of imaginary sights and sounds. 

That a keen imagination is one of the requisites of good acting hardly 
needs to be said. Without imagination no actor could visualize a fictitious 
character and bring that character to life on the stage. One of the first 
concerns of the young actor, therefore, is to train and develop his imagi- 
native powers to the utmost. To that end, there are at least two things he 
can do. He can cultivate the habit of observation, and he can increase the 
assodative- powers of his mind. 

The much-discussed “Stanislavsky system,” as set forth in his book An 
Actor Prepares, is concerned very largely with the cultivation of the actor’s 
imagination through observation and assodation. For the American reader 
the system is made to seem extraordinarily complex an d difficult — ^partly 
because the translation into English of Russian thought processes is always 
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difficult; partly because the author uses a fictional method of presentation 
in which the stud.ent telling the story is made to scramble every scene with 
convenient stupidity, so that the all-wise director “Tortsov” can brilliantly 
unscramble it; and partly because he surrounds the whole art of acting 
with an awesome atmosphere of mystic daboration. Like the baseball 
player who would rather make an easy catch look difficult than mnlfg a 
hard one look easy, he does not analyze in order to simplify; he analyzes 
in order to complicate. He labels many phases of imagination with special 
names, such as “emotion memory,” “communion,” “the unbroken line,” 
the “super-objective," the “threshold of the subconscious,” and so on; and 
he suggests many well-known and practical exercises for devdoping the 
powers of observation, assodation, and imaginative control in a manner to 
imply that they are new discoveries in occult sdence. He emphasizes the 
value of practice in improvisation as a means of stimulating imagmation, 
and nobody who knows the tradition of the Commedia delV Arte, or who 
ever saw James Watt Raine and his Berea Players work up a folk play 
through improvisation would fail to concur. But he does not let us see, as 
dearly as he might, that his whole book is about the development of 
imagination — not about a “system” of acting. Stanislavsky himself was 
one of the best actors I ever saw in his own spedal line of work, and it was 
mainly because he was so simply and smcerely imaginative. 

Stanislavsky’s method (or any other thorough method) of devdoping 
imagination through constant practice in observation, assodation, char- 
acterization, improvisation, and acting in rehearsal, is highly to be rec- 
ommended. Stanislavsky, of course, concentrates on the particular type of 
restrained inner realism for which the Moscow Art Theatre is famous; and 
very different methods might be needed to train the imaginative attitudes 
required for more projective, or stylized, or abstract t3T)e3 of acting. But 
whatever the variation in emphasis, the first steps in devdoping imagi- 
nativeness are the cultivation of observation and the heightening of the 
assodative power. 

» The PIabit os Observation 

Since we build our imaginative concepts out of elements which we have 
observed, it is dear that the scope of our imagination will depend upon our 
store of observational experiences. 

Unfortunately, many of us are poor observers, and so fail to accumulate 
adequate stores of such experiences, suffidently clear and vivid to be 
drawn upon. Ask a friend to draw, from memory, a sketch of his own 
front door, or to tell you the exact color of his wife’s eyes, or to recall and 
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whistle a time that was popular last month, or to describe the pattern of 
his living-room rug, and he will probably confess embarrassment and 
defeat. Among the thousands of sights and sounds in a day’s experience- 
some of them very familiar— we note carefully only a few, giving to the 
rest such scant attention that they do not remain available in our memories 
for recall. We thinTr we have observed them, and are often much surprised 
and crestfallen to discover how helpless we are when asked to reproduce 
them as actual images. 

It is entirely natural and inevitable that this should be so. Life is far too 
complex, too full of experiences, for us to observe and remember them all. 
We must sdect and reject, retaining the impressions that interest us most, 
and allowing the rest to slip away. But there are degrees in such matters. 
Some people can retain more and dearer impressions than others; and 
nearly any one can learn to retain more than his naturally lazy habits 
would ordinarily cause him to retain. It is partly a matter of vigorous self- 
disdpline— a persistent determination to stay awake — and partly a matter 
of intdUgent method, based on analysis of the methods of others. 

The things we observe best are the things that interest us most. The 
woman interested in dothing has an uncanny ability to observe every 
detail of another woman’s costume in the twinkling of an eye, and to 
remember it for hours, or even weeks; while a mere man could not tell you 
five minutes afterwards whether the prevailing color of the costume was 
red, blue, or yellow. On the other hand any normal modern young man 
can distinguidi at a glance the various makes and models of automobiles 
or airplanes, because he has observed them keenly. A person interested in 
geography and maps can tdl you where he is at any moment on a long 
journey, and remember places in their proper relation for a long time; 
while one who lacks that interest will lose all track of his whereabouts and 
be content to live in a kind of geographical fog. Every one is observing in 
his own way; but the person who is observing in the largest number of 
ways is the one whose memory is best stocked with images. 

It follows that the best way to cultivate the power of observation is to 
increase the number and variety of one’s interests. * 

Thrae are people, of course, who ddiberately refrain from doing this for 
fear of diffusing thdi abilities and losing the power of concentration. From 
one point of view they may be right. If one cannot take an interest in many 
things without becoming a superficial dabbler, a mere skimmer of surfaces, 
it may be wiser for him to stick to his own specialty. But variety of interest 
is not necessarily diffusion of interest; it is only so when the individual lacks 
the mtensity of mind necessary to give keen, curious, whole-hearted at- 



Imagination in Acting 

tention to many things — ^to live the mental “strenuous life,” and to become, 
like Theodore Roosevelt, a jack of all trades and a master of many. 

Certainly the actor — ^whose profession “comprehends the whole system 
of human life” — ^must be a passable journeyman of all trades in order to 
be master of one. He, of all persons, should somehow contrive to take an 
observant interest in almost everything, especially ever3diiing involving 
human values and affecting the development of character. The person 
with a single-track mind, and a narrow, intensive curiosity in one field 
only, may become a master of some trade; but it will not be acting. 

Diversity of interest is, therefore, the first requisite of good observation. 
It is not, however, the only one. A second essential is accuracy. 

Not all poor acting is due to the actor’s lack of interest in the life about 
him; some of it is due to amazingly inaccurate observation of familiar 
things. When an actor acquires the habit of observing freely, but inac- 
curately, he may develop a kind of lively imagination, but it will be a false 
imagination. He may have a vivid mental picture of the character or 
situation, but it wiU not be a true picture; either it will deceive the au- 
dience iuto a mistaken conception of the character, or they will recognize 
it as untrue and unconvincing, and it will not deceive them at ah. 

An actor who does not play golf, for example, may ruin his whole por- 
trayal of a golfer by the way he swings his club, or hands his bag to a caddy. 
He has seen others do these things, but has not observed accurately how 
they do them; and every golfer in the audience instantly detects the in- 
accuracy. An actor who does not smoke (if such can be found) is likely to 
betray himself by the way he holds or lights a dgai on the stage. An 
actress who is not a typist may give herself away to every typist in the 
audience when she pretends to operate a typewriter on the stage. Time and 
again a player will reveal, not only a lack of accomplishment but a lack 
of reasonably accurate observation, by the way he or she portra3rs a doctor 
or nurse examining a patient, a waita: carrying a tray, a cowboy handling 
a gun, a tenuis player vrielding a racket, a housewife sewing or knitting, a 
mother holding a child, a mechanic handling his tools, or a musician fin- 
gering an instrument. 

But accuracy in the observation of mechanical details is only part of the 
problem. Important as it is, it is less so than accuracy in the observation of 
fundamental truths about human character and behavior. 

One of the chief faults in a great deal of professional acting today is that 
the lesser Broadway actor has too much opportunity to observe Broadway 
and too little to observe more normal life. His contacts are too largely 
with other actors, who are at best a little artificial. He observes too many 
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objective rng nT.pmTns , too many professional stereotypes, too many 
people putting on a front and concealing their inner natures. He observes 
too few human beings in the more natural and more basic situations of 
life. In consequence, his acting is often superficially clever, brittle, me- 
chanically accurate, rather than fundamentally sound and sympathetic. 
He knows very well how people look, how they talk, walk, stand, sit down, 
get up, read, write, and do a thousand other things in public— especially 
on Broadway; but he does not always know how they react to the deeper 
experiences or conflicts of ideas, or how they really feel when 
they succeed in concealing their reactions from the superficial observer. 

To be sure it is often lack of opportunity to observe, rather than in- 
accurate observation, that accounts for such ignorance. But audiences 
maW no allowance for that. After aU, it is the actor’s job to observe, and 
he must find the opportunity. He has no business to portray human beings 
on the stage if he cannot contrive to learn how human beings think, feel, 
and act. 

It is worth noting that observation is keener and memory more trust- 
worthy when the motor activities are involved. We remember a thing 
better and more accurately when we have done it ourselves than when we 
have merely seen others do it. The actor should welcome, therefore, every 
opportunity to take part in unfamiliar activities; and when actual par- 
ticipation is impossible he should strive to empathize as strongly and 
fredy as possible in observing the activities of others. Those who have felt 
things empathicaUy will remember them better and recall them more 
imaginatively than those whose observation has been purely objective, 
And those who have participated in activities involving a totality of re- 
sponse with sufficient imaginativeness to feel the corresponding emotional 
repercussions, will remember best of all, because they will have what 
Stanislavsky calls “emotion memory” — ^that is, imaginative memory of 
the emotions as well as of the facts. 

Tee Power or Association 

Imagination depends upon two things: the presence of the image in ex- 
perience, and the associative link by whicli it is recalled to consciousness. 
Abundant and accurate observation builds up the stock of experience 
stored away in the memory, but it does not necessarily insure a free and 
responsive use of that experience for imaginative purposes. Only the as- 
sociative mind makes adequate use of its own potentialities in this respect. 
One may be a keen observer, and may file away a vast number of memory, 
images; but lacking active association of ideas he will keep most of these 
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treasures in their own pigeonholes, hidden from his consciousness and for 
all practical purposes forgotten, while he goes on living a placid, objective, 
day-to-day existence, untroubled by imaginative repercussions. No doubt 
one can achieve a kind of happiness that way, but he can hardly learn to 
act. 

To become a highly imaginative person, in the way in which actors must 
be imaginative, one must cultivate a keen sense of the relationship among 
the things observed, so that one thing will suggest another, and whole 
floods of images will come surging up into consciousness on the slightest 
excuse. 

This associative power, like the power of observation, is a matter of 
habit, and can be strengthened in practice. The trouble with most of us 
is that we pigeonhole our ideas in separate compartments of the mind, 
keeping one compartment for family, one for business, one for pleasure, 
and so on, with little or no interrelation. The schools and colleges hdp to 
teach us this bad habit by excessive departmentalization. The student 
learns mathematics in one room from one teacher, history in another from 
another teacher, and literature in a third, from a third teacher; and he puts 
each subject completely aside and out of mind as he goes to the next. The 
result is specialized rather than cobrdinated thinking. To strengthen his 
associative powers he needs more comparative or coSrdinating courses and 
more conference and discussion; out of school he needs more indulgence in 
comparative reading and study, more intellectual curiosity, more informal 
browsing, more literary detective work. 

If this seems a bit vague, let me illustrate with some spedflc suggestions. 
Let the person who would develop a lively association of ideas go to a 
library, not to get a book, but to study the cross-referencing system. Let 
him spend an hour a week on the library catalogue, and another on the 
periodical indices and readers’ guides, just looking up cross references and 
comparing the various sources and classifications of material. Let him 
handle the books on the reference shelves, comparing them as to scope and 
emphasis. Let him look up some words that have bothered him, not in one 
dictionary, or encyclopedia, but in half a dozen. Let him browse a little in 
the dictionaries of quotations, of phrase and fable, and especially of similes 
— for nothing is more stimulating to the associative powers than a good 
simile. Let him discover the fascination and amusement of comparing 3301- 
onyms in Roget’s Thesaurus of English Words and Phrases, and of looking 
up etymologies. Let him take some event in history, such as the outbreak 
of a certain war, and study it successively as a problem in chronology, in 
mass psychology, in the philosophy of history, in economics, in sociology. 
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m political science, and in military science. Let him read a book or artide 
on the principles of design and find parallel illustrations for eadi principle 
from painting, etching, sculpture, architecture, music, literature, drama, 
scenic art, furniture making, dressmaking, millinery, and landscape garden- 
ing. When he has taken, or is about to take, a journey, let him trace it out 
comparatively on a railroad map, a relief map, and several highway maps; 
and let him read up the region in a good geography and a good history. In 
short, let him follow any line of mental activity that forces him to assodate 
ideas which might ordinarily be buried in separate compartments of the 
mind. 

Such a program will make no appeal to the type of Broadway actor who, 
flp mr fliTi g to DeWoUe Hopper, “never reads a book unless he has written 
it himself or is looking to see if his name has been mentioned.” But it 
does provide a method by which an exceptional young man or woman, 
determined to learn actmg thoroughly, may help to achieve the associa- 
tive power which, coupled with keen observation, tends to enlarge and 
strengthen the imagination. 

Imagination in Chaiuctek Study 

Valuable as such general exerdses may be, the actor will sooner or later 
have to concentrate more spedficaUy on the imaginative realization of the 
character he is to play, and of the situations in which the (Character finds 
himself. 

The most natural approach to this study is a program of self-question- 
ing: Who is this character? How old is he? Where was he born? What were 
hia parents like? In what kind of an environment did he grow up? How 
would he have reacted to it? Is he introvert or extrovert? Coarse or refined? 
Visionary or practical? Kind or unkind? . . . and so on, as exhaustively 
as possible. To some of the questions the author may have given the 
answer, or implied it. To others, the actor will have to find his own im- 
aginative answers; but unless he asks himself the questions he is not very 
likely to think of the answers. The difference between an unimaginative 
and a highly imaginative characterization often lies in the fact that in the 
first instance the actor has not bothered to ask any questions, but has 
merely spoken the words set down for him without any curiosity about 
their background and implications. 

In any such program of self-questioning, the actor must be sure to ask 
subjective questions as well as objective ones. He must know not only 
what the character has done and what has happened to him, but what he 
thinks and how he feels about it. He must build up his imaginative concept 
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in terms of mental and emotional images as well as physical and factual 
ones. And having formed his concept he must rehearse the imagery over 
and over again, building his memory of the part imaginatively and per- 
fecting his “emotion memory” as well as his verbal and factual memory. 

This is never easy, and is particularly difficult at rehearsals as they are 
all too frequently conducted. When the actor and his comrades are groping 
uncertainly for their lines and positions against a restless background of 
interruptions from the director, changes in movement and position, argu- 
ments about this or that, hammering and shouting by the crew, side con- 
ferences of various kinds, and endless comings and goings, it takes a tough 
imagination to remain concentrated and sincere. The young actor, there- 
fore, should make up his mind that he will have to do a great deal of his 
creative imagining when he is studying his part alone, especially during the 
earlier weeks of rehearsal. 

Some of these problems will be considered more fully in later chapters. 
For the present we are concerned with the importance and the more general 
aspects of imagination. 

Imagination in Peufokmance 

The importance of imagination in acting is by no means limited to its 
function in helping the actor to visualize and develop his characterization 
in rehearsal. A lively imagination is also the most essential requisite for a 
vital, convincing performance. 

As already suggested in the discussion of emotion, a, great deal of the 
turmoil over the question of the actor’s feeling his part would subside at 
once if we could agree upon imagination, rather than ^notion, as the sine 
qm non of fine acting. 

When an actor depicts a character in fear or anguish, it does not matter 
whether he feels fear or anguish emotionally j if he does, it is the result, not 
the cause, of his realism. What does matter is that he shall be able to 
imagine fear or anguish, vividly and accurately, and in terms of the par- 
ticular character he is portraying; and to do it at every performance. 

It is obvious that different people reveal the same emotion in different 
ways. Take for example the emotion of grief. A highly repressed and self- 
controlled person may register grief by a strong, expressionless counte- 
nance. An equally repressed but more intense person may show a drawn 
expression about the eyes and a tendency to bite his lips. A strongly emo- 
tional but inarticulate person may break into uncontrolled sobbing. An 
equally emotional but loquacious person — of Latin type perhaps — may in- 
dulge in loud and voluble lamentations. A nervous or hysterical person may 
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sob and laugh by turns; and a cynical one may cover his grief entirely by 

bitter laughter. , . . , 

The actor who abandons himself to real emotion in perfonnance, is 

likely to reveal that emotion in just one way— his own. The less imaginative 
he is, the more completely limited he will be to the playing of one part— 
that of himself. 

On the other hand, an actor whose imagination is vivid in performance 
can project himself mto the character, and can portray that character 3 
way of reveefling emotion even though it be entirely different from his own. 
When he does this successfully, he may feel the emotion himself, in ac- 
cordance with the James-Lange theory; but he will feel it empathically, 
rather than personally, and in a limited way, and will be able to preserve 
his aesthetic distance and his self-control. 

The power of a really imaginative actor to stir the imaginations of his 
aii dieure is out of all proportion to his physical technique. An observant 
and discriminatmg friend of mine, who has been an ardent theatre-goer 
for three generations, in jotting down for me some notes about Sir Henry 
Irving, said, “It is certainly a tribute to his genius that with a queer 
voice, queer legs, often awkward gestures, and a funny walk, he could 
somehow make you forget all this and, as in Charles the First, give you the 
notion that you were looking at Van Dyke's portrait of him, whereas it 
was no such thing.” 

When a play is to be repeated through many performances, the im- 
portance of imagination grows. Even if we grant — ^which I, personally, do 
not— that an actor may give an inspired first performance by abandoning 
himself to rmcontrolled emotion in a part much like himself, it is still true 
that he cannot hope to repeat this inspiration with any sort of reliability, 
for five, or fifty, or five hundred performances. Emotion wears down with 
familiarity. But imagination builds up; and it is quite possible for an actor 
to be even more imaginative after several performances than he was in 
the first. The relief from strain and self-consciousness that comes after 
several performances tends to free his imagination and give it scope; and 
the reactions of the audience stimulate his imagination when it is true and 
check it when it is false, so that his fiftieth or sixtieth performance may 
well be his most vivid. 

To re-state, therefore, the simplest and most important thing that can 
be said about acting: It is not emotional sensibility, or temperament, or 
inspiration, that makes an actor; but a lively, flexible, and well-controlled 
imagination. 



W CHAPTER VII 


The Actor and the Play 


U p TO this point I have been discussing, in somewhat abstract terms, 
what might be described as the philosophy of acting. It is time, now, 
to consider some of the definite problems faced by the modem actor in 
beginning work on a particular play. 

His first problem is that of the proper attitude to assume toward the play 
and the production as a whole. Shall he concern himself only with his own 
part, or shall he accept some responsibility for understanding the plot, 
theme, and action, and adjusting his part to the author’s purpose? 

A surprisingly large number of actors, especially second-rate profes- 
sionals, decline to interest themselves at all in the play as a whole. With 
some this is a matter of laziness, indifference, or lack of intellectual curi- 
osity. With others it is a matter of misguided loyalty to an unfortunate 
tradition—a tradition which originated in the old stock-company days, 
when actors had to learn their parts hastily, from “sides” rather than 
books, and with so few rehearsals that they had no opportunity to find out 
what the play was about until the week’s run was nearly over. With still 
others it is a matter of inspired egotism; they concentrate upon their own 
parts with such unrestrained enthusiasm that the rest of the play seems to 
them nothing more than unimportant background. With aU of these groups 
the choice is more accidental than logical, and calls for no serious discus- 
sion, 


The Blissful Ignorance Theory 

There are some actors, however— indudmg some very intelligent ones — 
who have a definite and conscious theory that it is better not to know too 
much about the play. They believe that the actor who knows only his own 
part can remain more consistently within the character; that he is less 
likely to be betrayed into false emotions and insincerities through extrane- 
ous knowledge of what has happened in his supposed absence, or what is 
going to happen in later scenes; that in his ignorance of what the other 
characters are thinking, doing, and saying, he can better preserve in his 
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own character what William Gillette so jlluminatingly called “the illusion 
of the first time.”^ 

An opinion so well thought out is entitled to respectful consideration. 
Certainly there are elements of truth in it. But they are based, I think, 
upon a very limited conception of the actor’s art. They are based, in fact, 
upon the idea that acting is simply objective impersonation; upon the 
actor’s function as instrument to the exclusion of his function as artist. 

Not knowmg what the play is about may perhaps help the actor to seem 
objectively like the character in the same way that being blind or lame 
may help him to portray a blind or lame character accurately, or being 
stupid may h elp him to portray stupidity. But these things do not help him 
to share with his audience that wise and S3anpathetic appreciation of the 
author’s meaning which is expected of the true artist. They may help him 
to read a line or perform an action as the character would do it in real life, 
but they do not help him to let his audience know, subjectively, what the 
author desires them to think of that line or action, 

In other words, if we are to justify the blissful ignorance theory we must 
deny the dual function of the actor, and accept the idea that realistic 
impersonation is the sole end in acting. 

Even if we do accept it, it is still doubtful whether the end can be at- 
tained in this way. Suppose the actor does try to remain within the char- 
acter and to be ignorant of whatever the character would not know; he can 
never be more than partly successful. In repeated rehearsals and perform- 
ances he is hound to pick up something of what is going on; and at the very 
least he must know his own lines, and his cues. While pretending ignorance 
or uncertainty in Act I, he cannot help knowing, in reality, what is going 
to happen in Act III. The “illusion of the first time” is, after all, illusion, 
except at the first rehearsal; and it can be maintained only through effec- 
tive use of the imagination. The actor who can best portray innocence, or 
stupidity, or surprise, therefore, is not necessarily the one who knows so 
little of the play that he is really innocent or stupid or surprised about it; 
it is rather the one whose imagination is so vivid and consistent that he 
can create at will the illusion of being innocent or stupid or surprised. In 
attempting to depend upon reality rather than imagination, an actor may 
succeed only in weakening his imagination. 

Despite its plausibility, therefore, I do not hesitate to condemn the 
blissful ignorance theory as unsound Assuming that the actor wishes to 
be, not just an impersonator, but a real actor and a real artist, I believe 
that he should seek to know as much as possible about the plot, theme, 
I Seehis article under that tLtleinP«iKcoiii»Ho/<foDrfl«o/M:Kiw««», Columbia University. 
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mood, style, and technique of the play as a whole, and to know it as early 
as possible in rehearsals. 

Thk Actor and tttf. Plot 

The plot of a play is ordinarily the story of a conflict or struggle between 
two contending forces — one concrete and personal, as symbolized by the 
hero or protagonist; the other relatively abstract and universal. In a long 
play there are complicating circumstances whicli for a time render the 
outcome of the conflict more and more uncertain. At last a r1iTr\aT is 
reached and the action takes its final turn for better or for worse. This 
climax may occur some time before the conclusion, or it may be almost 
simultaneous with the conclusion. 

When the particular force succumbs to the universal and the protagonist 
is finally defeated, the play is technically a tragedy. Ordinarily a tragedy 
deals with serious matters of life and death, the more profoundly serious 
the better. We do not care, as a rule, to endure the disappointment of a 
tragic ending without the compensating effect of elevation that comes to 
us in the contemplation of great emotional forces. There is one technical 
exception to this rule in the catastrophic farce — that is, the play which is 
technically a tragedy in that the hero meets disaster, but which deals with 
such absurd caricatures and situations that we do not take him or his 
troubles seriously, or care what happens to him. Slapstick and pie-throwing 
farces are frequently of this class. But real tragedy is seldom successful in 
the middle ground of everyday life and trivial unspectacular struggle. It 
demands the pity and terror of great crises in the lives and emotions of 
great characters. 

When the particular force prevails over the universal — that is, when the 
protagonist triumphs over his obstacles or adversaries — the play is techni- 
cally a comedy. If it deals with serious or dangerous situations it is a 
comedy-drama, melodrama, or tragicomedy; if it deals with the humorous 
aspects of life it is a comedy in the more usual sense; if it deals with pre- 
posterous absurdities it is a farce or farce-comedy. 

There is a great deal of discussion, if not dispute, as to the exact dividing 
line between comedy and farce; the most commonly accepted distinction 
is that for comedy both the characters and the situations must be within 
the bounds of probability, while for farce one or the other (and perhaps 
both) may be preposterously unbelievable. A still more difl&cult distinction 
is that between high and low comedy. One view is that low comedy por- 
trays the clownishness of stupid, ignorant, or low-caste characters, and 
high comedy the wit and humor of gentility. A rather more helpful idea 
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is that low comedy is frankly intentional fun-making, and high comedy the 
seemingly unintentional humor of characters not trying to be funny. But 
perhaps the best distinction of all is based on the notion that low comedy 
makes use of extraneous methods, such as exaggerated mannerisms or 
make-up, distorted voice or language, comic stage business, and the like, 
while high comedy draws its humorous effects from the actual meaning of 
the lines, or the essentially amusing situations in which the characters find 

themselves. ' _ 

One advantage of the last distinction is that it can be applied to farce 
as well as comedy. The Taming of ihe Shrew, for example, is often classed 
as one of the world’s greatest farces; but there are two ways of playing it. 
If the pm phaRia is all on the physical humor of Petruchio’s boisterous 
antics, and the assumption is made that Katherine is cowed and tamed by 
the impact of extraneous violence, you have a low farce. But if the di- 
rector and the players are discerning enough to see, through the lines them- 
selves, that Katherine, unlike any other member of her family or any of 
her previous suitors, has a sense of humor, and that what really tames her 
is her discovery of a kindred sense in Petruchio which allows her to join 
him in laughing inwardly at her own predicament and to share with him 
the joke on her humorless relatives, lie result is what might be called a 
high farce. 

It is part of the dramatist’s business to make clear the plot construction 
of his play, and its comic or tragic intent; to see that his climax is clearly 
defined, that the action rises to the climax, and descends thereafter; and 
to strengthen the effect by a certain amount of “finger posting” to fore- 
shadow the ultimate turn of the plot. It is the business of the director to 
understand these things and to bring them out in the production; and up 
to a certain point it is his responsibility to see that the actors interpret their 
parts in harmony with the author’s plan. 

But the individual actor should share the responsibility. He should 
understand the nature of the plot conflict, and know with which side his 
own character is identified. He should know the nature and position of the 
climax and should distinguish the rising from the falling action. He should 
understand the author’s method of dramatic foreshadowing, and should 
study how his own playing can contribute to it. He should grasp the factual 
details of plot and subplot, and should see to it that his own character- 
ization fits in with them. He should note especially, scene by scene, how 
much the character is supposed to know of what is going on, and should 
be careful not to anticipate such knowledge. He should comprehend the 
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plot significance of every line or action in the play, and its possible relation 
to his own part. Above all he should note which of his own lines are es- 
sential to an understanding of the plot, and should point them up to insure 
their being heard and understood by the audience. 

The Actor and the Theme 

More important sometimes than the plot is the tTipms of a play — t he 
abstract thought, or message, or philosophy behind the story. Some plays, 
it is true, have no themes that can be distinguished from their plots; but 
many fine plays, especially of a subjective or a satirical nature, have 
themes so different from their plots that they may be totally misinterpreted 
if the themes are not understood. 

The plot of Macleth is the story of a murder leading to other murders 
and to ultimate death for the murderer; the theme is the degeneration of 
character under the influence of ambition. The plot of Eamlet is concerned 
with a young man’s effort to identify and punish the murderer of his 
father; the theme is the weakening effect of doubt and procrastination. 
The plot of Tchekhov’s The Cherry Orchard is the unsuccessful attempt of 
a broken-down family of aristocrats to save their estate from being sold at 
auction; the theme is the degenerating impact of social change on char- 
acter. The plot of O’Neill’s Mourning Becomes Electra is the story of a New 
England girl’s effort to avenge her father’s murder; the theme would seem 
to be the relentless immortality of the Greek Electra. 

The theme is ordinarily much more difficult to grasp and analyze than 
the plot. One can discover the plot of any ordinary play by reading the 
play; but to understand the theme it is often necessary to know something 
of the author’s attitude and outlook on life, as reflected in his biography 
and his other works. Sometimes there is great difference of opinion as to 
the author’s meaning and the proper interpretation of his theme; and if 
he is not living and at hand to settle the controversy, there may be no 
perfect solution to the problem. In such cases it is the director who must 
ultimately interpret for his particular production; but it is important for 
the actor to know the director’s interpretation as early as possible, since it 
will affect his own interpretation of his part. 

It is the theme, when there is one, even more than the plot, which de- 
termines the tone of the acting. If the plot of a play is romantic or senti- 
mental but the theme satirical, some of the satirical flavor must creep into 
the acting; else the audience will take the romantic or sentimental meaning 
and miss the theme altogether. If the plot is trifling or absurd but the au- 
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thor intends to imply an undercurrent of wisdom or philosophy, the actor 
must somehow grasp that wisdom or philosophy and help convey it to his 
audience. It is just another manifestation of the dual function. Objectively 
he helps portray the plot; subjectively he shares with the audience his ap- 
preciation of the theme. 

In a little unpublished play by Albert Earl Robinson called 

The Weeh-Bnd of a Pirate, for example, we have what appears on the 
surface to be just a medley of naive romance and farcical absurdity. A 
swashbuckling pirate of 1726 returns to his home in Jamaica for a week 
end with "the little woman” in celebration of their twentieth wedding 
anniversary. He brings with him a young and handsome gentleman whom 
he has captured, and for whom he hopes to obtain a ransom; but his 
“latest investment” promptly falls in love with the pirate’s pretty niece. 
The way in which "the little woman” dominates her bloodthirsty husband 
at home while youthful romance upsets his business arrangements is very 
amusing and fairly obvious in its farcical intent. But there is an under- 
lying satirical intent whicli is not so obvious. The theme is really the split 
personality of the eternal business man— cold-blooded, impersonal, ob- 
jectively fair, but utterly ruthless in his business dealings, while at the 
same time so kind and affable at home and off duty that he "wouldn’t 
hurt a fly.” 

It is easy for the actors in this play to grasp the plot and action, the 
romance and the farce, and to make the audience laugh at preposterous 
incidents and witty lines. But precisely because the underlying satire is so 
sly and unobtrusive, the two casts I have seen work with it were not quite 
successful in conveying its full import to the audience. The theme is not 
written directly into the lines, but is merely hinted at by implication, and 
it could only be felt by the audience if the actors were so keenly amused 
at the satire as to keep it constantly alive in their own minds, responding 
to it subjectively as artists while functioning objectively as instruments 
of robust entertainment. A little rewriting nught help, but too much would 
destroy the subtlety of the theme. Nothing could really make this play 
“dick” but superb theme acting. 

Many plays have this baffling thematic quality — most of Barrie’s, for 
example. Dear Brutus, Mary Rose, A Kiss for Cinderella, and The Admira- 
ile Crichton all masquerade as more or less romantic comeclic.?, but all turn 
on the tragic theme of human incapacity or unwillingness to rise above the 
problems of life and environment. Actors who miss a Barrie theme may 
give us an entertaming play, but it will not be the play that Barrie wrote. 
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The Actoe aiid the Mood 

The duty of the actor to understand and convey the mood of his own 
part is obvious to the most casual theatre-goer, but his duty to the mood 
of the play as a whole may not be so obvious. 

Iir a play which has a definite theme, the mood may be said to belong to 
the theme, or to be identical with it. But many a play which has no dis- 
coverable theme, has at least a dominating mood, or succession of moods, 
expressing the author’s emotional attitude towards his material. This 
larger mood or succession of moods is often ignored by the inferior actor, 
in favor of what he conceives to be the mood of his part. 

A good actor will cooperate with the director in bringing out the mood 
of the play, and the mood of each scene. In order to do so he must under- 
stand just what bearing the mood of his character has upon the mood of 
the scene. In one case he may find that the character he portrays is the 
instrument of the author’s attitude— that the author has somehow identi- 
fied himself with that character and is speaking through him. In another 
case he may find that his own character is rather a foil, designed to set off 
the dominant mood by contrast. 

It is the latter case, rather than the former, that calls for the keenest 
understanding and the highest technical skill. When all the characters in 
a play, or a scene, share the same mood with the author, it is a very in- 
sensitive actor indeed who cannot feel that mood and fit in with it. But 
when his job is to intensify the mood of a scene by creating a contrasting 
one, it is not so easy, for that sort of thing must be done with just the right 
degree of exaggeration. 

In The Show-Off, by George Kelly, a whole play is built around such a 
contrast. Aubrey Piper, the principal character, is a jarring note in the 
lives of the other characters, and in the mood of the author and the au- 
dience. To create the right blend of sympathy, annoyance, and ironical 
amusement in the mood of the audience, the actor who plays Aubrey must 
exaggerate his boisterous egotism considerably beyond real life ; yet he must 
not carry it to the point of unconvincing farce, nor to the point at which 
the exasperation becomes painful. The actor who played the part in one 
of the earliest productions was an old musical-comedy comedian, and he 
committed both faults. He exaggerated the farcical antics of the character, 
causing the frivolous members of the audience to laugh inanely at the 
wrong times; and he made the character so unpleasantly asinine that 
Amy’s love for him became unbelievable. I later saw a comparatively un- 
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known player do this part with more understanding; he played with 
enough exaggeration to be fuiinyj and to explain the family s irritation at 
him, yet he never became entirely unconvincing and he managed to pre- 
serve a little suggestion of the glamour and charm which had first attracted 
Amy to him. Not that Aubrey was a pleasant character in either case; but 
in the one his mood was entirely independent of the play, while in the 
other it was intelligently keyed to just the right degree of contrast. 

In the professional theatre it is not at all unusual for the star to play in a 
mood that fails to key in with that of the play. It happened, for example, 
in ErstvfkUe Susan, the Pennsylvania Dutch comedy based on Helen 
Martin’s novel Bamaietta, and originally played by the late Mrs. Fiske. 
In her production the play was treated as a farcical burlesque, with Susan 
completely out of key, not only in characterization but in mood of playing; 
it was theatrically effective, but in no way important or convincing. Since 
then I have seen three other casts play it in a more restrained spirit, each 
actor sTigping the mood of his part to fit the author’s intention, with the 
result that lie whole became fairly human and convincing — just as hu- 
morous as in the original, but more sympathetically so, and actually a 
better and truer play than the text itself would seem to indicate. 

A great deal of bad acting is bad because the mood is wrong. An actor 
must be constantly alert to avoid letting his own mood obtrude on that 
of the character, or taking his mood from other characters on the stage at 
the same time, or diluting the character’s mood with a hang-over mood 
from another part. The last danger is one of the weak points in the rep- 
ertory system. I once saw a production of Twelfth Night by a repertory 
theatre, and was much disturbed at the false mood of the actress playing 
Viola; she was missing all the humor and whimsy of that rich, delicate 
part, and playing it like a nun just about to take her final vows. When I 
learned that she had been rehearsing all day in the part of Saint Joan for a 
forthcoming production of the Shaw play I understood the reason. On 
another occasion I saw two performances of the same play a few days 
apart, and was mystified at the change of mood in one of the actresses 
playing a comedy part; on inquiry I learned that the actress, a mother in 
private life, had a dangerously sick child at home. Such influences on mood 
are fortunately only occasional, but the danger of taking mood falsely from 
another character is present most of the time in almost every play. 

The Actor and ttttc Style 

What is now generally called style in a production, especially in relation 
to “stylized” setting, is a matter of mode rather than mood. It is concerned 
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with the characteristic flavor or atmosphere, the external color or rhythm 
of a play, rather than its inner emotion. It is seen at its best in productions 
of symbolic plays, fantasies, period plays, genre plays, and especially plays 
for children. 

The stylization may be inherent in the play or in the author’s conception 
of its treatment, as in Tht Yellow Jacket, the imitation Chinese play by 
Hazelton and Benrimo; or it may be determined by the producer as a 
special feature of his production, and may not be indicated at all in the 
text— though it should not, of course, be inconsistent with the text. The 
Norman Bel Geddes production of Hamlet was highly stylized armr/ling 
to the taste of the producer; the same play has been stylized in quite 
different ways by many other producers, and has been produced number- 
less times with no particular attempt at stylization. A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream has been stylized in many different modes, from the dainty and 
fairy-like, to the outlandish or grotesque. 

The intelligent director today is not content to stylize the setting of a 
play and leave all other factors to take care of themselves. Rather he seeks 
a consistent agreement of style in scenery, costumes, make-up, direction, 
and acting. The increasing prevalence of stylized production is makin g it 
more and more necessary for the actor to grasp the purpose and intent of 
such production, and to learn how to key his acting to a particular mode. 

If, for example, he is to play a part in Androcles and the Lion, and the 
producer decides to accentuate Shaw’s tongue-in-the-cheek attitude by 
usmg grotesquely fanciful settings and costumes in loud colors, it then be- 
comes the actor’s task to interpret his part in a similarly heightened way — 
to act, so to speak, in loud colors and unbelievable forms, disarming any 
tendency of the audience to take the play too literally. 

This sort of acting calls for imagination, humor, and good taste, and is 
many times harder than realistic acting. It implies a clear understanding 
with the director concerning the style or mode of the production as a whole, 
and an ability on the part of the actor to adapt his acting to it consistently. 
In a lightly frivolous or broadly satirical play, the difficulties are not so 
great; but in a play that involves some genuine emotion and character- 
ization, the problem of sustaining both mood and mode, without detriment 
to either, is a troublesome one, upon which many otherwise good actors 
have failed badly. 

The presentation of exotic plays, or period plays, involves other ques- 
tions of technique which may not be thought of as problems in mood or 
style, but which nevertheless affect the way in which a play is to be acted. 

When, for instance, an eighteenth-century comedy like The Rivals or The 
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School for Scandal is to be acted, the modem actor finds himself confronted 
with a technical problem in the handling of asides and soliloquies. Shall 
these be spoken witli the direct, communicative frankness of eighteenth- 
century technique? Or shall they be covered with a pretense of realism, 
suggesting that the character is inadvertently thinking out loud? The 
director must decide, but the actor should know the decision before learn- 
ing his part, and should develop his whole characterization in a manner 
consistent with the chosen technique. When a play like Tho Yellow Jacket 
is to be given in the Chinese manner, the player, before learning his part, 
should seek to grasp the exotic spirit and precise detail of the Chinese 
technique, without which such a play r^ould lose most of its interest and 
charm. And when, on the other hand, a repressed play is to be given with 
great restraint and simplicity of realism, the actor should grasp the in- 
tention early in rehearsals, and adapt his characterization to the more 
subdued tedanique. 


Actor and Director 

In other words the actor and the director should cooperate from the first 
rehearsal, and should seek to understand each other. Some directors, 
through stupidity or egotism, or perhaps only through lack of time, make 
this difficult by failing to explain their intentions to the actors; but the 
good actor will contrive to find out what the director is trying to do, if not 
by asking, at least by keeping his eyes and ears open. Sometimes, of course, 
the director himself does not know; in that case there can be nothing but 
discouragement for the conscientious actor. 

When the director has, as he should have, a competent understanding of 
the play, and a dear idea of the manner in which he intends to produce it, 
and when the actor accepts his shore of the responsibility, seeking from the 
first rehearsal to help the director realize bis conception of the play as a 
whole, there is no earthly reason why either should conflict with the other; 
and there is every prospect that the actor, instead of acting an unrelated 
part, will, in the truest sense, be acting his part of the play. 
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I N ADDITION to Ms study o! the play as a whole, the actor has, of 
course, to consider the mastery of Ms own part. Here again there is a 
difference of opinion as to the best procedure. Shall he first memorize the 
lines and then rehearse for action and meaning? Or shall he postpone 
memorization until the details of stage movement, business, and interpre- 
tation have been worked out? There are clearly certam advantages and 
disadvantages in each method. 

If he memorizes at once, he saves mudi time at rehearsals, frees Mmself 
from the awkward necessity of carrying Ms book, and diortens the period 
during which he is foggy-minded about Ms lines. On the other hand he 
runs the risk of memorizing hasty misconceptions or misinterpretations 
along with the part, or of fixing in his mind a mechanical and uninspired 
reading. 

If he postpones memorization until he has had a chance to assimilate 
the interpretation and to coordinate lines and business he improves Ms 
chance of giving a rich, well-rounded, convincing performance; but be 
slows up rehearsals, hampers himself with the necessity of carrying his 
book, cramps the work of the other actors, and delays the final timing and 
polishing of the performance. 

In other words, neither method is wholly satisfactory, and neither is 
equally suited to all conditions. The method to be used in any given case 
will be dictated partly by the circumstances of that case and partly by 
the director’s preference. In stock company work, for example, when a new 
play is to be given each week by the same players, and oMy four or five 
rehearsals are possible, it is almost necessary that the actors commit their 
lines before the first rehearsal — certainly before the second. Some directors 
prefer tMs method anyhow, and insist upon it even when there is plenty 
of time; others prefer to take several weeks for careful blocking out, and 
to delay memorization until the action is clear; and still others, following 
the method of Stanislavdcy or Frank Benson, like to keep thedi players 
studying a play informally for months, working out the interpretations 
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slowly and letting the memorization wait until it practically takes care of 
itself. 

For the student actor, the best plan is to experiment with both methods, 
and with various modifications, thus fitting himself to meet different con- 
ditions and the demands of different directors. 

Mechanicai. Memorization 

When an actor attempts to memorize an unfamiliar part in advance of 
rehearsals, it is obvious that he cannot have a very clear conception of it. 
It is all new to him. There has been no chance to develop a feeling for the 
play, to visualize the situations and the other characters, or to coordinate 
lines and action. His best plan, therefore, is to memorize words, not mean- 
ings; to commit the text without formmg premature, and perhaps false, 
notions concerning its interpretation. 

It is well for the actor to understand this clearly, and to realize that 
Tni»r1iii.T>ipal memorization is an entirely different process from interpre- 
tative memorization, to be handled in a different way, and with a different 
purpose in view. The ultimate objective is, of course, the same: complete 
mastery of the part. But the immediate purpose is the partial and tempo- 
rary one of transferring the text from the printed page to the page of 
memory, It is partial in the sense that it involves, not the whole physical, 
mental, and emotional personality, but merely one limited function of the 
brain. It is temporary in the sense that the mechanical words and phrases 
are to be later clothed in meaning. Such memorization is little more than 
a makeshift device to free the hands and eyes in the early rehearsals, 
enabling the actor to read his part from memory more fluently and with 
less impediment to his movements than if he were reading from the book. 

It is unlikely that he will read any more intelligently or feelingly at first 
from the memory page than from the printed page. It is reading in either 
case; and reading is not acting. The wise actor will keep this in mind, and 
will understand that any expression he may give to his reading in the early 
rehearsals is tentative, to be kept flexible and subject to change as his 
comprehension of the meaning grows. He will seek to avoid the more or 
less stereotyped inflections of ordinary reading; and especially to avoid 
fixing them in his memory in association with the words, lest he fail to 
shake them off later. Instead, he will try to separate the mechanical process 
of memorization from the imaginative process of interpretation; to keep 
them apart in his own mind, and to prevent the one from interfering with 
the other. 

Some actors are fortunate in being able to do this without any trouble. 
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and later to develop their interpretations in a natural and. convincing 
manner with no trace of false or mechanical reading. 

Others have a great deal of trouble. Having once memorized in mechani- 
cal fashion they remain mechanical to the end. Or, having sought to give 
meaning to their lines during premature memorization, they get false 
meanings or inflections firmly fixed in their heads and seem utterly unable 
to unlearn them, even when they come to know better. Sometimes they 
seem to unlearn them in rehearsal, but revert to them under the nervous 
strain of public performance. Many have great difficulty, also, in coSrdi- 
nating actions vdth words when the words are learned first, or in rha-nging 
their coordinations if once learned wrong. 

The only way to keep the memory process completely separate from the 
interpretative process in one’s own mind is to exaggerate its mechanical 
aspects, obliterating all inflections at first, and memorizing in such utterly 
meaningless monotones that they cannot possibly be mistaken for any- 
thing else. If one works in this way at least until the play has begun to 
develop in rehearsal, he is much less likely to give an ultimately mechanical 
performance than if he allows himself to memorize meanings before fuUy 
grasping them. 

At best, however, the mechanical method is desirable only when re- 
hearsal time is very limited, and when the players are especially fitted for 
it either by talent or training. 

Intebpretative Memorization 

For all ordinary purposes, and especially for amateur or art theatre 
groups to whom the rehearsing of a play is an artistic adventure and not 
merely a job, a more gradual process of memorization through interpre- 
tation is best. 

Such memorization takes time, but in the long run it is easier, more 
natural, and much more reliable, because it is based on codrdination. Lines, 
meanings, stage movements, stage business, bodily attitudes and facial 
expressions are worked out together in logical association. Experiments are 
tried and changes made before the memories become too fixed. Interpre- 
tations are enriched and technique perfected all at the same time, and 
without the studied synthesis that is often noticeable with the other 
method. 

The actor who memorizes in this way is usually far more convincing in 
performance than the one who memorizes mechanically. Incidentally, he 
is much less likely to forget his lines. He does not depend upon an auditory 
memory alone, nor upon a visual memory of the printed page. He depends 
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upon a of memories, associating each line with his stage 

position, attitude, and gesture, the position and appearance of the other 
characters, the flow of imagination and empathic emotion, the tempo and 
cadence of the scene, Should his visual memory fail him at any instant, 
something in the sound or rhythm of the play, or something in the feeling 
of the action, will come to his rescue and remind him of his line. If his 
coardination is perfect, he will find that he can go through his part smoothly 
and surely even though his mind is tired or wandering. An actor of my 
acquaintance gave one of the best comedy performances of his life on an 
evening when he was worried and upset over a private matter and his 
conscious TnmH was wrestling with Ifls troubles in a sort of melancholy 
daze. He could not have done so had he not perfected his coordinations 
through careful rehearsal and gradual, imaginative assimilation of his part. 

Coordination and assimilation are the chief elements in good interpre- 
tative memorization. Assimilation means more than possession and reten- 
tion. Food is not assimilated the instant it is swallowed. It must first be 
digested, and then, by a gradual process, absorbed into the blood, until it 
becomes in every sense a part of oneself. In the same way, a role must be 
assimilated through gradual absorption before it can become a part of the 
actor in the imaginative sense; before he can feel that perfect assurance 
without which acting never quite carries conviction. And only when lines, 
action, and meaning are effectively coordinated can they be so assimilated. 

This suggests an important point in relation to methods of study. The 
actor trying to study lines between rehearsals should not make the mistake 
of sitting quietly in an easy chair — ^not unless he wishes to memorize 
mechanically. Rather he should make his study period a private rehearsal, 
setting his stage as accurately as the room and equipment will permit, 
visualizing the other players in his Imagination, and going through move- 
ments and business in association with the lines. By taking one scene at a 
time and going over and over it in this way the actor not only learns more 
quickly, and retains more surely, but he makes progress with his inter- 
pretation as he goes. 

There are difificulties, of course, chief of which is tile laziness to which 
all normal people in their right minds are addicted. It seems so much 
easier to sit in a chair and study, espedally if one happens to be very fat or 
very tired. Sometimes, also, the rehearsal method is impracticable because 
of congested quarters or the danger of annoying other people. The actor 
who, for one reason or another, is forced to do his studying silently should 
at least learn to rehearse his coBrdinations imaginatively — that is, to 



The A ctor and His Part 77 

visualize stage positions, hear in his mind’s ear the voices. of the other 
actors, and go through his own actions empathically in articulation with 
the lines. By this method an experienced actor can rehearse his part with 
reasonable vividness while sitting in a chair, or riding on a train or trolley, 
or awaiting his fate in a dentist’s office. To be sure, he is apt to break out 
into audible or visible manifestations from time to time, and incur the 
suspicion of being slightly demented. But art demands saaifices. 

I trust that nothing here said in support of interpretative memorization 
will be understood as an encouragement of unnecessary delay. Just as soon 
as interpretation and coordination are established, memorization should 
proceed as rapidly as possible, and should be completed in tiihe for plenty 
of polishing in the later rehearsals. The actor who delays beyond that 
point not only jeopardizes his own playing but inconveniences the director 
and his fellow actors, and is manifestly guilty of poor sportsmanship. 

Cadence 

Few actors appreciate the importance of cadence in coSrdinating lines 
and business and in mastering a part. Directors say a good deal in the later 
rehearsals about rhythm and tempo in the larger sense, with special refer-' 
ence to the dramatic values in the more stirring scenes; and most actors 
fall in with these rhythms eventually, to point up contrasting moods, work 
up emotional responses, and build climaxes. But cadence, in a simpler 
and less spectacular sense, can be of enormous help to the actor learning 
his part, and properly used can add greatly to the smoothness and verisi- 
militude of the performance. 

In the case of plays in verse this is fairly obvious. Any actor who has 
tried it knows that lines in verse are easier to learn than lines in prose, and 
that they are easier to recall after an interval. He knows, too, that it is 
easier to take up cues in verse, and if he has a true sense of rhythm he 
finds that he is less apt to be too quick or too slow in taking them up. 
The verse supplies the cadence for him in such a way that he has to be 
extraordinarily dull to miss it; and having once adjusted himself to it he 
no longer has to depend on literal memory, but responds to the cadence 
with body as well as mind, feeling it physically in nerves and muscles. 

In a less obvious way the cadence of prose lines can be felt and learned, 
along with the rhythm of the accompanying movements. 

There are at least two reasons why many actors fail to realize this. One 
is that they learn short cues, literally and objectively, and then listen for 
them in the tense Tna.nnp.r of a runner listening for the starting gun, instead 
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of feeling the cadence through bodily adjustment. The other is that the 
one actor who will not learn, his lines upsets the cadences in rehearsal and 
so prevents ,his fellow actors from learning theirs. 

To mfllfR good use of cadence all the actors in a scene must codperate, 
working out their lines, movements, and business together, and learning 
the rhythms as soon as possible. The antral portions of long speeches may 
be left until the last, but the cues should be worked out early so that each 
actor, as he studies his lines, may feel the rhythm with which each cue 
will come to him, the direction from which it will come, the position and 
movement of the actor who will give it, and his own movement or attitude 
as he receives it. He should not permit his memorization to become fixed 
until this is done; and he should not delay memorization after it is done. 
To prolong the process unduly is to defeat its very purpose. One of the 
strongest objections to the Stanislavsky method of unlimited informal 
study is that in the hands of any but the most talented and es^ierienced 
players it tends to blur the rhythms. Too many experimental rehearsals 
fiU the actor’s mind with so many varied interpretations, and his body 
with so many different cadences, that they become badly jumbled in his 
memory, and at each successive rehearsal he becomes less certain which 
to use, and less certain what to expect from his fellow actors. He “goes 
stale” — ^not because he knows his part too well, but because he has ab- 
sorbed too many different impressions and got himself into a state of rest- 
less confusion. 


Books or SroES 

Because plays are usually produced before they are published, profes- 
sional actors, from the earliest times, have been accustomed to learning 
their parts, not from printed books, but from what are often called “sides.” 
These are simply pages of manuscript containing the lines of one part, with 
a short cue for each speech consisting of the last two or three words of the 
preceding line — ^usually with no indication of which character speaks it. 
Only the prompt copy contains the whole play, and the actor does not 
know what it is all about until he has attended enough rehearsals to enable 
him to remember the continuity. The obvious reason for this arrangement 
is economy ; it would be too expensive to have complete copies written out, 
or typed out, for all the actors in a large cast. But actors who have always 
studied from sides not infrequently persuade themselves that such is the 
best way to study. Thqr are often the same actors (mentioned in Chapter 
yil) who prefer not to know too much about the play. 
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There are just two situations in whidi the use of sides is desirable. The 
first is when nothing else is available, and the second is when speed in 
memorization is more important than understanding. ^ 

The stock company actor who has to memorize in a hurry and is satis- 
fied to use the mechanical method, finds, of course, that sides are not only 
adequate but advantageous, in that they permit the maximum concentra- 
tion, with the minimum of distracting interference. When the object is to 
learn words, not meanings, only the words are needed. The stock actor 
can usually tell you just how many sides he can memorize in an hour, and 
it is usually a goodly number. His objection to using a book is the very 
fact that he may get interested in it and find himself inadvertently read- 
ing and digesting the play. If he has to use a book he sometimes guards 
against this danger by blacking out all lines but his own. 

On the other hand, if the actor desires to follow the advice given in 
Chapter VII, and make a sympathetic and intelligent study of the play, 
the book is far better than the sides. The sides, in fact, are of no use at all. 

It is quite possible to combine the two methods, and some very good 
actors do so. Using a book for the preliminary study of the play, the actor 
may block out his part and make notations concerning timing, business, 
and interpretation, studying these carefully and slowly until he has grasped 
the meaning and rhythm. Then he may copy off his lines in the form of 
sides and study them intensively to complete the memorization. This 
method retains many of the values of the stock company method without 
its worst dangers, since the interpretations and coordinations are pretty 
well worked out before the mechanical process begins. 

Getting Acquainted with the Chaeactee 

There is, of course, much more to learning a part than mastering lines. 
Acting is primarily characterization, and its major problem is how to real- 
ize imaginatively the character to be portrayed. 

The inexperienced actor commonly thinks of his character in terms of 
lines only, basing his understanding of the part entirely on what he is sup- 
posed to say, and estimating the importance of the character by the number 
and dramatic significance of his lines. This results in some very shallow and 
very blurred acting. 

In real life we are not so easily fooled; we know perfectly well that a 
person’s importance is not to be measured by his loquaciousness. Nobody 
who is worth knowing talks all the time, even in company; yet he may he 
no less a personality and no less interesting when he is not talking. Some- 
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^ ■imPR we can discern his character better from his behavior when silent, or 
his reaction to the behavior of others, than from his speech — ^words being 
as often used to conceal ideas as to express them. 

Using the lines, therefore, merely as an introduction to the character, 
the actor s ho uld study, not just what the character says, but what he is; 
what he is doing and thinking all the time he is on the stage — and, for 
that matter, off the stage; what his past history and environment have 
been, and how they have affected his attitude and state of mind. 

Some dramatists give the actor a great deal of help in this study by 
means of character sketches offered as stage directions. Barrie, for ex- 
ample, begins the published edition of The Admirable Crichlon with two 
or three pages of stage directions, including a generous character sketch 
of the Hon. Ernest Woolley, who speaks the opening lines. In Pantaloon 
he gives us a lengthy prologue, in the course of which we become pretty 
well acquainted with three of the characters before the curtain rises. In 
A Kiss Jor Cinderella he describes the young probationer in Dr. Bodie’s 
hospital in the following direction; “The attractive girl does her pretty 
bow to Mr. Bodie. It is one of the few things she does well, and will prob- 
ably by and by bring her into some safe matrimonial harbour. . . . She 
is of a nice nature, and would like to be of use, but things slip through her 
hands as through her mind. . . Similar directions flash through the 
pages of all of his plays, but the gem of the collection is the one in The 
Admirable Crichton concerning a minor character who has not even one 
articulate line of dialogue : “The page-boy cheers, and has the one moment 
of prominence in his life. He grows up, marries, and has children, but is 
never really heard from again.” 

It is hardly to be expected that the actor who plays the page-boy can 
convey to the audience a literal knowledge of his subsequent life history 
by the way in which he utters the cheer. But it is entirely possible that the 
stimulus to his imagination contained in that classic direction may help 
him to realize the character more fully, and to make of it not a super- 
numerary part but a real “bit.” 

Perhaps this is as good a spot as any in which to emphasize the impor- 
tance of “bits,” and the fact that to the good actor every part is a part, 
and worthy of his best efforts no matter how brief. In the words of Con- 
stantin Stanislavsky, “Thebe aee no smalx paets: only ptvat.t. actobs” 

a slogan that is posted in the green rooms of many little theatres, and 
deserves to be posted in all. There are short parts, of course, parts with few 
lines and brief periods on the stage. But there are no unimportant parts — 
not in good plays, by competent authors. Every part that is worth keeping 
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in a play is worth doing well. Incidentally, the brief parts are often more 
difficult to do well, for the very reason that they supply fewer tangible 
materials to work with, and so present a more serious challenge to the 
actor’s imagination. If I were doubtful about the abilities of a supposedly . 
experienced actor, I would try him on a bit part. 

Unfortunately, not all dramatists are as helpful as Barrie, and in the 
attempt to get acquainted with a character the actor often has to shift for 
himself. Some writers even show a disposition to neglect minor characters 
or become indifferent about them. The writer usually works in his imagina- 
tion, without visible symbols, and when he has a number of characters on 
the stage at once he may actually forget some of them for a time. They 
exist; but they exist much less vividly in his abstract conception than they 
will later in the eyes of the audience. That is one importsuit difference 
between drama and fiction. Just as long as a character is on the stage he 
has concrete reality for the audience, and occupies a share of their atten- 
tion. Even when he is off stage for a while, he is likely to be more vivid 
in their minds than a character in a novel who has not been mentioned for 
some pages, since the spectators have actually seen and heard him, and 
have a more complete mental image of him than any author could give 
them in words. But until the play is cast and in rehearsal the author is 
merely an author; and unless he has Barrie’s extraordinary interest in 
the minor characters he is likely to have left many of them half-finished. 

The actor’s problem, therefore, even in a minor part, is to get acquainted 
with the character beneath and beyond the lines, whether the author gives 
much or little help. He should do what Barrie does for a character, and 
more, searching every corner of his existence with sympathy and insight. 
And he should remember that he cannot escape the responsibility by nega- 
tive playing. A character in a book may fade from the reader’s conscious- 
ness whenever he is not active, but a character in a play, especially when 
on the stage, is an integral part of the total effect. If he is not well played 
at any particular moment he is badly played. If he is not contributing to 
the integrity of the performance he is detracting from it; there is no neutral 
zone. There is foreground in drama, and background, but the human part 
of the background is so near, so real, so concrete, that it never fades into 
the complete neutrality and subordination one finds in the background 
of many other arts. If the player’s realization of his part is incomplete, 
his playing will be vague, restless, and negative; and no matter how small 
the part, nor how well the other parts are played, it will tend in some de- 
gree to weaken or blur the effect of the whole. That is the price we pay for 
the vividness of the theatre. 
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Believing in the Part 

One of the hardest things for the inexperienced actor to do — and even 
for the experienced actor in some plays — is to develop the necessary 
imaginative belief in his part. If he is to play a part with conviction, he 
must have the conviction; and when we remember how unconvincingly 
some parts are written, we realise that that is asking a good deal of him. 

To believe in a part it is by no means necessary to believe in its literal 
truth or actuality. The play need not be realistic in order to carry convic- 
tion. It is true, of course, that an actor accustomed to modern realistic 
plays would find it harder at first to believe in a part from Shakespeare or 
Sheridan than in one from George Kaufman or John Van Druten; his 
mere unfamiliarity with the grand manner would create a difficulty for 
him. On the other hand, the modern realistic play stakes its merits on 
objective truth and probability to such a degree that a part in such a play 
must be highly probable before the actor — and his audience — can believe 
in it at all. 

A part like that of Inspector Donahue in Bayard Veiller’s The Thirte&nik 
Chair illustrates the way in which a dramatist sometimes makes it impos- 
sible for the actor to believe in his part. The Inspector is a foil for the other 
characters. In some respects he is a typical, or rather conventional, stage 
detective, hard, businesslike, a little crude, but not a caricature. In order, 
however, to build up the plot, sustain interest in the mystery, win sym- 
pathy for the heroine, and give Madame LaGrange the opportunity to 
outwit both the murderer and the police, the author makes him scintU- 
latingly clever at .one moment and unbelievably stupid the next. The actor 
trying to develop the part and believe in it is constantly distressed by its 
inconsistencies and improbabilities. The more successfully he gets under 
the skin of the Inspector in his clever moments, the more impossible it 
becomes for him to feel convinced (and convincing) when obliged to appear 
superlatively dumb. 

The same actor may have no trouble at all with a part like that of Sir 
Peter Teazle in The School for Scandal, He can believe in Sir Peter in spite 
of his silks and satins, and his artificiality, heightened almost to the point 
of caricature; in spite even of his eighteenth-century technique, his direct 
asides, and confidential soliloquies. For Sir Peter is at least consistent with 
himself, and with the author’s basic conception of him. He is unreal, but 
not unbelievable. He is drawn with imaginative sincerity and artistic 
integrity. 

The part of Ruth Wilkins in Dear Ruth is a more recent example of un- 
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believable motivation. She jilts her unromantic but well-meaning and 
perfectly decent civilian fianc6 in order to run away with a romantically 
impetuous air-force lieutenant, who has been tricked into supposing him- 
self engaged to her by some forged letters from her adolescent sister. The 
author tries frantically to justify her treachery by making her betrothed 
appear an ass, and making her so kind and compassionate that she cannot 
bear to hurt the young aviator’s feelmgs. But if the actress can believe in 
Ruth when she is being kind and compassionate to a total stranger, she 
finds it difiicult to believe in her when she is being callously treacherous to 
a man who loves her, whom she says she loves, and whom she has solemnly 
promised to marry. The more she believes in the romantic Ruth, carried 
away by a flaming passion of love at first sight, the less she can believe in 
the Ruth who would calmly pledge herself to marry Albert. If she can 
play Act I with complete belief in her part, she cannot play Act II with 
conviction — or vice versa. 

Ruth Wilkins and Inspector Donahue might very well exist in real life, 
inconsistency being all too common in nature; while Sir Peter could hardly 
exist today. But in drama, as in fiction, it is artistic probability, not scien- 
tific possibility, that matters. Most of us, perhaps, do not believe in ghosts, 
but we can easily believe in ghost stories, if told with imaginative convic- 
tion. Conversely, we do believe the outrageous, illogical things we read 
every day in the newspapers; but we should not believe in most of them if 
presented as fiction, or as drama. It is not enough for the actor to say, 
“This character could do these things in real life.” He must be able to say, 
“I can believe in this character doing these things as he is conceived in this 
play.” 

Modem aitics and audiences often wonder how the absurd rhetorical 
hokum of many nineteenth-century plays— plays like East Lynne, The 
Old Homestead, or Fashion, to say nothing of Boucicault’s After Dark or 
The Streets of New York, or the early thrillers of Owen Davis — could ever 
have been played sincerely, and how they could have aroused any true 
emotions in audiences not completely feeble-minded. Yet we know that 
our grandparents wept and thrilled over those plays with a frankness and 
sincerity that is not given to us; and we hope they were not feeble-minded. 

The explanation is that the actors of those days did not regard the hokum 
as hokum. They accepted the exaggerations and saitimentality as tradi- 
tional conventions of the theatre, as part of the language of expression; 
and within those conventions they believed in their parts and played them 
with imaginative sincerity. The audiences felt the sincerity and accepted 
the hokum, just as our supposedly sophisticated audiences today accept 
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the less honest hokum of the motion pictures. The reason why modem 
audiences treat plays like East Lynne as burlesques, to be laughed at, is 
that the actors refuse to believe in their parts. When an actor knows a 
part is hokum, and plays it as such, it is hokum, and is so felt by the au- 
dience. When he plays the same part with imaginative sincerity it becomes 
an entirely different thing, even if written as hokum. It is still possible to 
move audiences profoundly with some of these old plays in the hands of 
sincere and imaginative actors; East Lynne, Camille, and The Old Home- 
stead have all been sympathetically and effectively played in recent years. 
In the case of the Boucicault plays the strain is perhaps too great; the 
modern, actor would have to be pretty imaginative to believe in those as 
anything more than hokum. Yet they were once played quite sincerely. 

Unless a part is to be burlesqued, therefore, the chief concern of the 
actor should be to get inside of it imaginatively and to believe in it ar- 
tistically. This does not mean that he is to lose his self-control in a welter 
of haUudnation— to “be” the character in the almost supernatural sense 
affected by some temperamental actors, and publicized by their press 
agents. That sort of thing should have ended for all time with the famous 
remark of Dr. Johnson, quoted by James Boswell; 

‘T!f air,” said he, “Garrick believes himself to be every character that he repre- 
sents, he is a madman and ought to be confined. Nay, sir, he is a villain and ought 
to be hanged. If, for instance, he believes himself to be Macbeth, lie has com- 
mitted murder, he is a vile assassin, who in violation of the laws of hospitality 
as well as of other principles, has imbrued his hands in the blood of the king 
while he was sleeping under his roof. If, sir, he has really been that person in his 
own mind, he has in his own mind been as guilty as Macbeth.” 

Here, as in all problems of acting, the solution is to be found in the dual 
attitude, properly balanced. If, as artist, the actor can believe in the 
integrity of his interpretative concept, as instrument he can be convincing. 

Selection and Emphasis in Chaeacterization 

One other point of major importance, mentioned briefly in another con- 
nection in on earlier chapter, should be considered by the actor in learn- 
ing a part. 

Art is.not life, but a conventionalized representation or presentation of 
life. Real life is complex, and full of infinite detail, much of it unimportant 
and confusing. From this complexity the artist selects significant things, 
weaving them into a pattern or design, and emphasizing their meaning or 
beauty through simplification. Unnecessary details are screened out, not 
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because they are untrue, but because they are insignificant and distracting. 

For the actor this means that good characterization is not necessarily 
photographic realism. He should learn all that he can about the character 
in every detail of that character’s life; but there is no reason why he ahmild 
use it all. Rather, he should select and emphasize, exaggerating if neces- 
sary, those traits or characteristics which will best convey to the audience 
his artistic conception of the character. 

There are several reasons why photographic completeness in characteri- 
zation is seldom desirable on the stage. 

In the first place real people do too many meaningless things; their lives 
are crowded with unrelated trifles that would merely be colorless and 
characterless in a play. 

In the second place civilized people actually conceal their most important 
thoughts and feelings behind a mask of self-control, which, copied faith- 
fully, would convey no meaning at all. George Henry Lewes, that shrewd 
critic of nineteenth-century acting, stated this principle many years ago 
in the following words: “It is obvious to anyone who reflects for a moment 
that nature is often so reticent — that men and women express so little in 
their faces and gestures, or in their tones, of what is tearing their hearts — 
that a perfect copy of almost any man’s expressions would be utterly in- 
efiective on the stage.” 

In the third place there are certain symbols which, in the course of time, 
have become so familiar to theatre-goers that they actually convey mean- 
ings and emotions more effectively than photographic realism. To quote 
Lewes again: “It is the actor’s art to express in well-known symbols what 
an individual may be supposed to feel, and we, the spectators, recognizing 
these expressions, are thrown into a state of sympathy.” When a stage 
character dies, for instance, he gasps out feeble, but perfectly intelligible, 
last words, and then, at precisely the right moment for dramatic effect he 
goes limp, his head falls back, and somebody says, “He’s gone !” Any doctor 
or nurse can tell you that most people do not really die that way . But if the 
actor were to imitate accurately the usual hospital death he would have 
his audience confused and uncomfortable; they would find it tedious and 
tr3dng, if not revolting. In the same way, audiences have learned to under- 
stand certain obvious and perhaps exaggerated attitudes and facial ex- 
pressions as registering love, grief, exultation, despondency, pride, indig- 
nation, or impatience; while they might be sorely puzzled by the thousand 
varied and obscure ways in which different people register these emotions 
in real life — or fail to register them. 

Finally, many of the details of real life are so impleasant in themsdves, 
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or so charged with unpleasant associations, that they tend to destroy 
aesthetic distance by reminding us too insistently of our own troubles. 
Such details are best omitted. The landscape artist, sketching a lovely 
hillside or valley, does not hesitate to omit the telegraph pole or bill- 
board which spoils the view for the tourist-though the same artist, when 
sketching a city water front, may put in dozens of telegraph poles and 
billboards as part of the essential composition of that scene. So the actor, 
portraymg a character in a significant mood or situation, should omit all 
ugly or distracting details, no matter how true to life, if they are not neces- 
sary or do not contribute to the desired effect-though he should not hesi- 
tate to portray the same unpleasant things when they do happen to be 
part of the essential thought or characterization, 

In short, he should remember that some centrality of purpose, some 
fidelity to the essential at the expense of the unessential, some selection 
and emphasis, is necessary to good art; and that such selection and em- 
phasis is what often marks the difierence between mastering a part and 
letting it master him. One of the very best reasons for making the study 
of a character exhaustive and complete is that he may know what to leave 
out. 



Rehearsing 


T he attitude and behavior of a player at rehearsal constitute a pretty 
accurate gauge of his ultimate success. There are, it is true, actors 
who loaf through rehearsals with careless indifference, neglecting to learn 
lines and making themselves generally annoying to their comrades, yet 
who manage to scintillate in performance, carrying off honors at the ex- 
pense of those who have worked patiently and sincerely. Such exploits, 
fortunately, are seldom more than temporary, and do not lead to lasting 
achievement of an important kind. Sooner or later the triflers get found out; 
audiences begin to sense their shallowness and grow weary of being fooled 
by it. In the long run it is the loyal, attentive, coSperative actor who de- 
velops the imaginative sincerity essential to honest art. 

Initially, the commercial producer has an advantage over the amateur in 
this, as in many other matters. Holding the purse strings, he can promptly 
dispense with the services of a beginner who does not take rehearsals 
seriously, while the director of amateurs, conscious that his players re- 
ceive no compensation, cannot be quite so hard-boiled. Ultimately, how- 
ever, the advantage is equalized, or reversed. The commercial manager, 
interested only in box-office returns, hesitates to dismiss or antagonize an 
actor who has box-office appeal; and some of the smart triflers have a good 
deal of that, at least for a time. But serious and well-organized amateur 
groups, for the very reason that they play for their own satisfaction, do 
not long tolerate the actor who persists in being a nuisance. They just stop 
inviting him to play. 

Tha,t is not to say, however, that the actor in rehearsal should maiTitm’n 
an attitude of deadly seriousness, killing his own and his comrades’ pleas- 
ure, and reducing the process of learning a play to sour-faced drudgery. 
Lack of time may force an actor to go at his business with too much in- 
tensity and too little joy; and a commercial manager may encourage high- 
pressure methods in rehearsal on the theory that he pays the actor for his 
time and is entitled to service. But in the long run the most artistic results 
in the theatre are achieved when the actor looks upon rehearsals as part 
of the fun — as a joyous adventure in creative art. 
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The idea that rehearsing is a tedious job, to be well done only because 
one is to be paid for it in money or glory, is almost as bad as the idea that 
rehearsing is just a social pastime, one way of spending a pleasant evening 
in c on g pTiial company. The actor’s attitude at rehearsal should be business- 
like, in the sense that he should be alert, attentive, and cooperative, sub- 
ordinating his personal superficialities and irrelevancies to the main 
business of the moment; but at the same time it should be full of group en- 
thusiasm, the thrill of sharing imaginative or vicarious experience, and 
the satisfaction of doing something well. 

When the players take their rehearsals too lightly, frittering away time 
in irrelevant hilarity, inattention, and superficiality, the result is sure to 
be a half-hearted, amateurish production, lacking in clarity and intelli- 
gence, to say nothing of polish. When, on the other hand, they take their 
rehearsals too solemnly the result is apt to be mechanical and uninspired. 

The ideal attitude at rehearsal is that of the hobby-rider — the person 
who does something for pleasure, but, because the pleasure is deep-seated 
and lasting, does it intensely and whole-heartedly. To the true hobby- 
rider there is no satisfaction in superficial dabbling; nothing connected 
with his hobby is too much trouble, and what would otherwise be hard 
work is in this connection merely glorified play. The true actor — amateur 
or professional — does not sell his energy for a price. He gives his energy 
because he cannot help it. He strives to appreciate to the full the author’s 
art and meaning, and he enjoys the pleasure of sharing his appreciation 
with his fellow actors at rehearsal almost as much as he later enjoys sharing 
it with the audience. 

How TO Tortuius the Director 

It is astounding how many actors, or people who think they are actors, 
are willing to antagonize the director and make life miserable for their 
comrades, by displaying a non-co6perative attitude at rehearsals. The actor 
who wishes to get himself on the black list need only persist for a short 
time in one or more of the following iniquities; 

1. He may cut rehearsals without permission. In the professional 
theatre that means a fine or dismissal. In a well-organized amateur theatre 
it means a complete loss of the director’s confidence, and no second invita- 
tion to play, 

2 , He or she — ^may offer trifling or selfish excuses for nonattendance. 
“I can’t possibly rehearse Saturday night; I’m going to a dance that night” 
has (fortunatdy, perhaps) cut off many a budding stage career. People who 
prefer some other form of pleasure to acting, or even to rehearsing, have a 
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perfect right to their preference, but they have no place in the theatre; 
nor have those who cannot appreciate the unfairness to others involved in 
cutting rehearsals. No matter how brief an actor’s part, he should remem- 
ber that others depend upon him and that they may need the rehearsals 
even if he does not. He should accept no part unless he is willing to accept 
the implied obligation. 

3. He may come to rehearsals late. That is a sure way to make the direc- 
tor apprehensive that he will come late to the performances also; and 
every director lives in agonized dread of the night when he will be 

to ring up his curtain because somebody in the cast is TniRsin g. A young girl 
of my acquaintance who claimed to be “crazy about dramatics” was given 
a chance to try out for a part in a community theatre production. She ar- 
rived an hour after the tryouts had begun, saying with a cheerful laugh, 
“Oh, I’m always late!” It is hardly necessary to add that she did not get a 
part. 

4. He may be present at rehearsals, but so inattentive that somebody 
has to wake him up when his entrance cue is given; he may be ofE in another 
room playing bridge, or in a corner telling the story of his life to the in- 
genue. If he wishes to make the director exceptionally frantic he may waste 
further time when called by saying; “Oh, am I in this scene? What page is 
it? Who has a book? I left mine home I” or by seizing a book, opening it, 
and beginning to read at the wrong page. And if he wishes to run the risk 
of being murdered as well as black-listed he may say, when called: “Can’t 
you wait a minute till I finish this hand?” One of the cleverest and most 
charming amateur actresses I have ever seen, whose services were once in 
frequent demand, was ultimately black-listed because she just would not 
be a good sport at rehearsals. Even when they were being held, for her 
convenience, in her own home, she was always missing when her entrance 
cue was given; there was ah awkward stage wait and a letdown for the 
other players while somebody went to call her from her knitting. 

5. He may indulge in loud laughter or conversation in the wings, or in 
an adjoining room, while the director is trying to conduct a rehearsal. If 
he wishes to be especially offensive he may gather two or three congenial 
souls in a corner and tell smutty jokes; the peailiar sniggering laughter 
with which such jokes are received is possibly the most exasperating sound 
to which people trying to think creatively can be subjected. 

6. When actually rehearsing, he may drop out of character, and out of 
position, whenever there is a pause or interruption fox directions. The actor 
who indicates his boredom by sitting down or lighting a cigarette every 
time the action lags is neither learning to act nor helping the others. 
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7. He may prove his interest in the work by appointing himself co- 
director, and telling the director and the other actors a better way of doing 
things. No right-minded director resents an occasional good suggestion 
modestly offered at an appropriate time, but no director and no actor can 
fail to be irritated at another actor who is continually interfering, especially 
with suggestions intended to glamorize his own part to the detriment of 
the other parts and the play as a whole. 

8. He may adopt the opposite attitude of complete disinterest in the 
director’s problems: “Tell me what you want and I'll do it. I don’t care- 
it’s all the same to mel’’ He should, of course, accept the decision of the 
director. But it is one thing to coSperate in a sportsmanlike way with the 
director’s plans even when they seem to him ill-advised, and quite another 
to reject all interest and responsibility and assume an attitude of surly or 
casual indifference. 

9. He may indulge his desire to be the life of the party by kidding his 
way through every rehearsal, gagging his lines, making the ladies giggle, 
jollying the director, and displaying great virtuosity as a comedian in 
everything but his part. 

10. He may seize his hat and go home as soon as his big scene has been 
rehearsed; or he may interrupt the director at his busiest moment to 
say, “You won’t need me any more tonight, will you? I only have three 
lines in that last scene, and somebody else can read them.” Pie may easily 
double the potency of this treatment by taking the ingenue with him. 

If anyone supposes that such irresponsible attitudes are to be found ex- 
clusively among the rankest of amateurs he need only attend one or two 
professional or semi-professional rehearsals; or he may read that enter- 
taining book on E<m a Play Is Produced, by Karel Qapek, which describes 
the insanities of production, not in a cheap commercid theatre, but in the 
^eat state theatre at Prague, in the days before Hitler and Stalin wrecked 
the free culture of Czechoslovakia, fapek, of course, wrote his book in a 
spirit of huniorous exaggeration; but he could not have written it at all 
TOthout ransiderable provocation. Or one may read The Curtain Falls, by 
Joseph Vemer Reed, to see how some of our most famous stars behave in 
r^earsal. I have seen a popular stage and screen star behave like a spoiled 
^d at a Broadway rehearsal, teUing a very able director (much older than 
luins^ t^t he guessed he knew his business all right, and did not need 
Jow to act, or when to sit down, or when to get up. Human nar 
f ^ ® faults in professional and amateur circles. The 

chief difference is that the professional director is usually free to express 
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-his feeling with appropriate candor, while the unfortunate director of 
amateurs is ei^ected to observe a gentlemanly restraint 

Teamwork 

Let us forget to iiegative side of to picture, however, arrd consider what 
hareens when to players maintain to tight mental attitude at 
It m noteworthy that m to gossip among directors to highest praise one 
beam of an actor is not, ‘'He's a fine actor,” but "He’s a grand pUyer to 
work with.” ■ f 

^ In modern production, especially of modern plays, unity and consistency 
m the work of the group have come to be thought of as more importaS 
than mdividual virtuosity. The star system is still with us, but the modern 
star cannot afford to be poorly supported. He may see to it that nobody 
in the cast is quite good enough to outshine him. and he may insist that 
certam scenes or lines be cut or revised in order that nothing may detract 
from the emphasis on his own part; but he must not be caught at it. In the 
aghteenth and nineteenth centuries the great actor was the one who 
stopped the show”-a standard that still applies in grand opera and musi- 
cal comedy. But in the twentieth-century legitimate theatre, and especially 
in the non-commercial theatre, we have come to have a more smeere regard 
for integrity of illusion and imaginative consistency. When an actor stands 
out vividly we may admire him, but we are apt to deplore the weakness 
of the others and complain that the play as a whole is not convincing. We 
like best the actor who can move us, but who nevertheless fits into the 
play, helping a good, well-balanced cast to achieve a unified impression, 
Throdore Komisarjevsky, in his essay on the teaching of acting (in 
Myself and the Theatre), roundly condemns the star system and pleads for 
te^work. “There can never be an actor,” he says, "great enough to en- 
able an audience to overlook the bad actmg of his ‘supporters’ and capable 
of interpreting a whole play by himself.” 

There are those who lament the passing of the good old days m the 
theatre. Like the Navy men who grow nostalgic about wooden ships and 
iron men, they sigh for the days of great actors who could stop the show. 

As a descendant of two theatre families, I often share this feeling; but as 
a cntical student of tlieatre history, I am aware of the gains as well as the 
osses.^ And the greatest gain of all is the increasing emphasis on teamwork 
m acting— on plays rather than parts. Many of the great players of other 
^ ays had a high sense of integrity in their own creative work of character- 
ization. Many of them had high artistic ideals, and would have hated the 
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organized commercialism and industrial strife of modern show business. 
Yet many of them would unhesitatingly exalt the art of the actor at any 
cost to the art of the dramatist or the director. 

To take just one example: Richard Mansfield, one of the most successful 
stars of the last century, won his fame overnight by what George Freedley 
calls a tour deforce. In A Parisian Romance (1883), in a minor part, he 
literally, if temporarily, stopped the show. One commentator wrote: "I 
have tonight witnessed a wonderful event. . . . The actor who played the 
Baron Chevrial was unknown till tonight. Tomorrow he will be famous. 
... It is the birth of a great career, the coming of a great artist.” His 
biographer, Paul Wilstach, wrote: “Mansfield had come into his own. The 
superb art of his performance had dwarfed all about it; the play was killed, 
but he was from that moment a figure to be reckoned with in the history 
of the theatre.” 

The play was killed 1 If there is any virtue in the theatre of today to 
compensate for the absence of giants, any element of artistic integrity to 
offset the commercialism and make the young actor proud of his own time, 
it is that we are apt to think twice before hailing as “great” the actor who 
kills the play. 

Unfortunately there are still backsliders in the commercial theatre, 
who may well operate for some time before audiences find them out. Not 
long before this page was written a certain famous star of stage and screen 
made a western road tour in a rural comedy which, having finished its 
Broadway run, had already been released to non-commercial theatres in 
the east. A competent critic who had seen a community-theatre production 
of the play in Pennsylvania, later saw the star and his road company in 
Michigan. He reported that the star was very good in the part, but that 
the rest of the company was much inferior to the community players, and 
that many of their best lines had been cut out or given to the star; also 
that several of the parts were, conspicuously miscast. He was particularly 
outraged when the star took his curtain call completely out of character 
by singing a totally irrelevant song which he had popularized in another 
production. I mentioned this incident to a friend of mine in Broadway 
circles, and he laughed. “I happen to know the inside story of that,” he 
said , ' for the manager is a buddy of mine. The star did not really want to 
make the road tour, but consented on two conditions. One was that the 
better minor players should be fired and their parts recast and rewritten 
so as not to compete with him in audience response. The other was that he 
be allowed to sing his pet song for a curtain call in order to boost his royal- 
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ties.” Fortunately such instances are growing less common, though I 
could cite some others almost as disgusting. 

In the art of acting today-if not always in “show business”-teamwork 
(or team play, as Sir Henry Irving called it) has become a major concern. 
It is not that teamwork has become more important than individual act- 
ing; it is rather that the two have become less distinguishable, and that the 
excellence of individual acting is now more likely to be judged in terms of 
teamwork. The best actor is no longer the one whose temperamental out- 
bursts, varying nightly, surprise and startle the other actors out of f-lipi r 
composure, scare nervous people into hysterics, and compel tumultuous 
applause, interrupting the play, as an escape valve for emotional tension. 
It is rather the actor who, in perfect coBperation with his fellows, can help 
make a play seem true, vital, or stirring, night after night, with sure art- 
istry and fine sincerity. 

The development of such teamwork is the main business of rehearsals. 
It IS true that rehearsing also helps the mdividual actor to learn his part 
and that a certain a,mount of rehearsing is necessary before he can learn 
it at all. But his ultimate effectiveness will be greatly mcreased if he can 
school himself to think of rehearsals as by, of, and for the group; and to 
work, not for his own characterization alone, but for group pictures, group 
action, group rhythms, and total effect. 

The right mental attitude at rehearsals is the essential thing. It may 
help the young actor to cultivate that attitude if he wUl observe the fol- 
lowing specific suggestions; 

1. He should be regular and punctual in attendance at rehearsals.^ 

2. He should become familiar with the play as a whole just as soon as 
possible. 

3* He should never fail to go over his part just before a rehearsal, in 
order to have it as fresh in mind as possible. 

4. He should pay strict attention to the rehearsal, whether his own 
scenes are being rehearsed or not. 

J. If not in the scene he should keep off the stage or out of the way, but 
should watch carefully the development of the other characters, noting 
everything that may possibly bear upon his own part, and profiting by the 
instructions and directions given to others. 

6. He should keep careful track of his entrance cues, and be ready for 
his entrances without being called. This not only wins the confidence of 

Joan Caulfidd, tmiving late at her first professional rehearsal, found the entire cast sitting 
g ly waiting for her, and was made to go around and apologize separately to each member, 
ohe says it cured her. 
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the director but it makes the actor himself feel in the picture; it helps him 
to “belong.” 

7. If the rehearsal is held on a bare stage he should make every effort 
to visualize the ultimate setting, the lights and properties, even the pres- 
ence of the audience. 

8. If the rehearsal is hdd in a private house or enclosed rehearsal room, 
he visualize the actual conditions of the stage. He should strive to 

the direction and distance of the audience, and to avoid being 
stifled and repressed by the presence of a solid wall where the audience is 
supposed to be. 

9. He should secure his hand properties as early as possible; if the real 
ones are not available he should provide himself with substitutes of about 
the same size and shape, not waiting for the director or stage manager to 
provide them. 

10. In the early rehearsals, when scenes are being blocked out, he should 
carry a pencil and make careful notes, so that he will have movements 
and positions to study at home as well as lines, and so that the director will 
not have to repeat his directions at every rehearsal. 

11. In making notes he should keep track of the locations of other char- 
acters in relation to his own, so that in studying he can visualize not only 
his own position but his surroundings. He should not, at the tenth re- 
hearsal, address his lines to the wrong character, or be heard saying: “Oh, 
am I supposed to be talking to Millicent? Where is she? Oh, are you play- 
ing Millicent?” I have heard a veteran professional actor do just that, in 
almost those words. 

12. He should strive to remain imaginatively in character during every 
moment at rehearsal. In the earlier and more ragged rehearsals, when it 
is hardly possible to let go imaginatively or to act with freedom and full- 
ness of expression, he should at least try to keep his mind working and to 
visualize the action as it will be when learned rather than as it is. 

13. He diould rigidly refrain from lighting a dgarette, eating, chewing 
gum, or handling properties while rehearsing a scene, unless those actions 
are port of the scene and are to be done in performance. The actor who 
cannot rehearse without a cigarette in his mouth whether called for or not, 
cultivates a false ease in rehearsal that drops away when he has to play 
without his “cratch.” He may even find himself unconsciously lighting a 
cigarette in the wrong scene of a public performance — ^perhaps in the wrong 
play, or the wrong century. 

14. When the action does call for such business he should repeat it at 
each rehearsal with the proper timing. 
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15. He should strive to grasp the director’s conception of each stage 
picture, to appreciate its composition, and to feel himself as part of it. 
The actor who can develop a sensitive feeling for stage pictures to such a 
degree that he will instinctively shift his position a little to balance an- 
other actor’s movement, yet remain imaginatively in character while doing 
so, is by way of becoming a really valuable team player. 

16. Remembering that his lines are the small part of his characteriza- 
tion, he should study to perfect the necessary by-play to keep Tiim con- 
vincingly, though unobtrusively, in the picture. More will he said of by- 
play later. 

17. Finally, he should strive to keep his temper and to remain on the 
friendliest terms with his colleagues. A congenial group of players, working 
together in a spirit of good fellowship, not only get more pleasure out of 
acting, but they give to the performance that extra quality of enthusiasm 
or delight which redeems many an amateur production in spite of technical 
imperfections, and often raises a professionally competent performance to 
the level of art. 

There are, of course, no substitutes for talent, training, and experience. 
You cannot assemble a group of rank beginners or hopeless incompetents 
and expect them to give a finished and beautiful performance merely be- 
cause they are congenial and enthusiastic. I hope I have not been under- 
stood as implying a belief in such miracles. But granted a reasonable 
standard of individual ability and experience, it is not too much to say 
that the ultimate quality of a performance is likely to depend more upon a 
favorable group attitude than upon individual virtuosity. And rehearsal, 
even more than performance, is the test of group attitude. 

CoOkdinakon 

The main business of rehearsals, I repeat, is teamwork, and good team- 
work rests upon good cobrdination. The actor must not only cotirdinate 
his own lines, meanings, and actions, but must coordinate them with the 
lines, meanings, and actions of the other players, and with the meanings, 
actions, and rhythms conceived by the author and the director. 

It is evident that this is not an easy matter, and that a single uncoopera- 
tive actor can upset the whole scheme rather badly. In a general way, good 
teamwork is the director’s responsibility, but no director can be expected 
to accomplish it unless every actor does his bit. 

In the early rehearsals the actor should seek first to master those diffi- 
culties that stand in the way of coordination. They begin with the me- 
chanics of his first entrance. The book tells him, perhaps, that he is to enter 
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following a certain line, spoken by anotber character already on the stage. 
A singlp experiment, however, quickly proves that if he stands in the wings 
until he hears that line spoken there is an awkward stage wait while he 
walks the necessary distance. He must therefore learn an earlier cue to be- 
gin his walk, in order to articulate his action with the action already in 
pjQg]^gss on the stage) and if he has a line to speak, or a reaction to show 
on ppwTiE the other characters, he must work out the proper timing for 
that also. But he cannot do these things until he knows the dimensions of 
the stage, the location of the entrance, the positions of the other characters 
and the position from which the director wishes him to speak his line or 
register Hs reaction. Sometimes these things cannot be known perfectly 
until the scenery has been set up, and the timing and spacing worked out 
in a stage rehearsal. But if the actor really uses his head he can always 
form an approximate notion of the distances, minimizing the adjustments 
that will later be necessary, and avoiding much of the surprise and con- 
fusion that thoughtless actors experience at the first stage rehearsal or the 
first rehearsal with full settings. 

So for all the entrances, exits, and crosses that depend upon spacing 
and timing. The earlier these problems are solved in rehearsal, or approxi- 
mately solved, the sooner the group as a whole will begin to feel the car 
deuces that produce good coordination, and the sooner the actor will be 
free to interpret the subtleties of his part without fear of upsetting the 
others. What has already been said about cadence in connection with 
memorization applies in rehearsal, and it covers the giving and taking of 
cues, and the interrelation of movements as well as the actor’s own co- 
ordinations of lines and actions. 

Common Faults in Rehearsals 

, In addition to the faults of indifference or irresponsibility already de- 
scribed, there are several common practices in rehearsal which do not, 
on the whole, contribute to the actor’s ultimate success. Some of these are 
harmless enough in the early rehearsals, but likely to grow into dangerously 
persistent habits if not carefully suppressed before the polishing rehearsals 
begin. 

One of these is the practice of letting the memory struggle show in the 
facial egression. When the actor is just learning his lines and having great 
difficulty in remembering them, he is very apt to display a faraway expres- 
sion, quite irrelevant to the thought or mood of the character. In extreme 
cases he even tilts his head back, closes his eyes, and taps his forehead in 
concentration. When this sort of thing is continued into the later rehearsals 
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it is almost certain to persist in some degree before the audience. Moreover 
the habit is indicative of a too-conscious memory process which in itself 
is bad; and the actor who displays it most consistently is often the very 
one who has the greatest trouble in learning his lines, and forgets them 
most often in performance. Such an actor is depending upon brute force 
of memory rather than meaning and cadence, and he often requires a 
prompt in the middle of a fluent, significant phrase, when either the mean- 
ing or the cadence should have carried him through. 

Another bad practice, closely associated with that just mentioned, is 
the habit of looking inquiringly at the prompter every time one is a little 
uncertain about lines, and it is bad for the same reasons. A much better 
plan is to remain in character, hold position, and wait for the prompt; or 
to signal for it in some unobtrusive way, or even to ask for it in a subdued 
voice while “following through” imaginatively on the thought and action. 
Actors who do this learn their lines more quickly and retain them more 
surely, and at the same time prepare themselves to “cover” more effectively 
in case they do have to take prompts in performance. 

Still another fault, especially with amateurs, is the common practice 
of looking down at the floor a good part of the time. It originates, perhaps, 
in the shyness of the beginner, but cosily becomes a habit under the adverse 
conditions of rehearsal, unless one takes pains to overcome it. Amateurs, of 
course, are frequently compelled to rehearse in private livmg rooms or 
parlors, with solid walls where the audiences are supposed to be. It is al- 
ways a little oppressive to act against a solid wall three or four feet away, 
and the temptation is strong to look away from it — aright or left, up toward 
the ceiling, or down toward the floor. The right and left turns are limited 
and controlled by the action of the play; it is uncomfortable to look up at 
the ceiling for very long; so the easy thing to do when not looking right or 
left, is to look down. It is possible to acquire the same bad habit even when 
rehearsals are held on a stage, if the curtain is kept down, or if the director 
and stage manager habitually sit on the stage, with nobody out front. Some 
actors, perhaps, fall into the habit in the early rehearsals while reading 
from their books or sides. In any case it is a habit that must be checked 
quickly if it is not to mar the performance. A canny director will often 
dieck it by using bright footlights in rehearsal. If the actors complain, it is a 
pretty good sign that they need the treatment. 

But by far the worst and most common fault developed in rehearsal 
and carried over into performance is that abomination of the modem 
theatre: inadequate voice. When actors mumble through rehearsals in 
lifeless undertones they are not likely to speak in loud, clear, ringing voices 
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at the 6rst public performance. And both amateurs and professionals do 
mumble through rehearsals, though for different reasons. Amateurs do it 
partly because of timidity and inexperience, and partly because of the 
same repressive influence already mentioned: that of rehearsing in private 
homes, with solid walls around them. Professionals do it partly out of 
laziness, partly out of overconfidence, but mainly out of false pride. A 
foolish tradition assumes that the actor who knows his business need not 
extend himself at rehearsal, but will be all right “on the night.” Both 
amateurs and professionals seem curiously sensitive to criticism on the 
subject of voice, taking it almost as a personal insult; and instead of work- 
ing to overcome the fault they frequently argue with the director and in- 
sist that they “never have any difficulty in being heard when the audience 
is in.” I have heard this defense most often from the very players who do 
not make themselves heard when the audience is in. 

The only way to be sure of adequate voice is to develop it carefully and 
painstaJdngly in rehearsal. Theatres, even of the same size, vary enor- 
mously in acoustic properties, but there are very few of them indeed in 
which an actor speaking in easy conversational tones can be heard from 
aU parts of the house. Even an experienced actor is seldom heard well on 
his first few lines in a strange theatre; he has to experiment a bit before he 
can get his voice adjusted to the proper pitch and placement. If the acous- 
tics are bad and he has been mumbling through rehearsals he will waste 
a whole scene before he discovers that he must turn on the power; and when 
he does turn it on he is very likely to shout, and to sound as if he were 
shouting. It takes practice to speak lines in unnaturally loud tones without 
letting them seem unnaturally loud. The only safe plan is to asRump that 
the acoustics will be poor, and to rehearse the part consistently in tones 
that are suited to the character and mood but are nevertheless loud enough 
to project themselves easily under adverse conditions. 

Rehearsing in Costume 

When the actor is to wear a costume essentially different from his or- 
dinary street dress, he will find it exceedingly helpful to rehearse in cos- 
tume as early and often as possible. If the actual costume is not available, 
or would be too badly soiled or mussed if used in rehearsal, a cheap sub- 
stitute of similar style and feeling may be used. 

There are some actors, and some writers on acting, who protest that such 
procedure is unworthy of a great actor. To depend on a costume to help 
him create character, they say, is a confession of weakness; a good actor 
should be able to act in any costume equally well. This attitude is obviously 



Rehearsing 

a survival from the individualistic, declamatory school of actine and if 
nores the James-Lange theory and the principle of empathy. pShans 
experienced actor could contrive to imagine a character without the ^ 
of costume^r rather to imagine the costume correctly with himseM in if 
but he could hard y escape some sense of inhibiting awkwardness when 
wearing an unfamiliar type of costume for the first time. It is to give this 
awkwardness a chance to wear off that the wise actor rehearses in aistume 
If, for example, a young actor is to play his first eighteenth-century part' 
weaxmg satin knee breeches, lace cuffs, jabot, periwig and rapier he is ■ 
going to feel a little queer the first time he assumes the outfit If he re 
hearses in modern dress right up to the final rehearsal he will learn Ms 
coSrdinations in terms of modern dress. When he sits down he wiU give 
his trousers a hitch to keep the “knees" out of them. When he stands up 
he will probably put his hands in his pockets. He will have some ten or 
twelve pockets, containing handkerchiefs, cigarettes, matches, fountain 
pen, wal et, memorandum book and a dozen other articles, many of which 
he will unconsciously finger or make use of as he rehearses his lines and 
movements. But he will not have a rapier. When he finally puts on the 
costume he will be disconcerted to find that he cannot hitch up his trousers 
that he has fewer pockets, and in the wrong places, that his lace cuffs feel 
queer Md get in the way, that his jabot and collar make it hard for him to 
turn his head freely, that his rapier is a problem when he sits down and 
that his stockings refuse to stay up. If he does not become flustered and 
lose his lines altogether he will at least be awkward and self-conscious 
his acting will suffer badly. He will have to unlearn and relearn a greai 
deal before he can play with case and conviction. 


It IS also true that rehearsing in costume is good for the teamwork. To 
find the actor to whom you have been speaking lines for several weeks 
suddenly changed in appearance is disconcerting to say the least, and de- 
structive of coordination. A technique of love-making suitable for use with 
a slim, modem actress in a tailor-made suit may become embarrassingly 
impossible when she appears in dficolletd gown with bodice and hoop skirt: 
simi arly, the friendly slap on the back one has been rehearsing for several 

we^s may not work out so well when the recipient turns up in spike- 
studded armor. 


Naturally, the actor with wide experience in wearing exotic costumes 
and with plenty of imagination will anticipate such problems more sue- 
cess ly than tlie beginner ; and for him rehearsing in costume is not nearly 
so essential. But a reasonable number of costume rehearsals will not hurt 
anybody, and where there is the slightest danger that the lack of them will 
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C H A P T E R 



Reading the Lines 


It IS a curious phenomenon that the very phrase commonly used to 
describe this activity stands for precisely what the actor should not do 
We speak of "reading” the lines when we really mean speaking the lines 
We say of one actor that "he reads his lines with intelligent understand- 
ing, and of another that "his reading is inferior to his acting » What we 
mean is that the first speaks his lines well and the second does not. As a 
matter of fact, the one thing that most clearly stamps an actor as inex- 
^rienced or incompetent is reading his lines when he should be speaking 


Few people realize how different the rhythms and tones of conventional 
reading are from those of spontaneous conversation. Most readers follow 
elaborate, but stereotyped, inflection patterns— apparently under the 
misapprehension that these constitute "expression.” Actually they con- 
stitute a sort of dress uniform for reading as such. So well established and 
so f^iliar are these patterns that when someone who has been conversing 
m the next room suddenly begins to read, even though we cannot distin- 
pish the words we easily recognize the inflections, and say, “That person 
IS reading.” When we listen to an inexperienced radio speaker we say to 
ourselves: "He is not speaking naturally; he is reading from a manuscript.” 
Of course, even the very best radio speakers do read from manuscripts, but 
they contrive to conceal the fact, and to give the impression that they are 
spe^mg naturally. We expect this of them and give very little thought 
to the means by which they accomplish it, or to the actual differences be- 
tween reading and speaking. 

In tke same way, we expect an actor to speak naturally and in character, 
oug we know perfectly well that he is really reciting from memory, 
cn e succeeds, we take it for granted; but when he sounds as if he were 

readmg, we quickly detect the artificiality, and set him down as a poor 
actor. ^ 

When an actor is fortunate enough to escape this fault, and to speak 

lOI 
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naturally by reason of innate ability or imagination, he need hardly bother 
to analyze the difierences between reading and speaking. But most actors 
are not so fortunate, find must struggle against a persistent tendency to 
fall into reading inflections. For them, a careful analysis of such differences 
is in order. 

Written and Spoken Language 

In considering the characteristics of conversational speech as contrasted 
with those of reading, it is important to realize that we are dealing with 
two things: the style of the language itself, and the manner of its utterance. 

The actual language most of us use in conversation is fundamentally 
different from that which we write for others to read. 

Our speaking vocabularies are, as a rule, much smaller than our writing 
vocabularies, and limited to more familiar words. In speaking, we use more 
words of Anglo-Saxon origin and fewer of Latin or French; more short 
words, and fewer long words; more folk words, and fewer learned or liter- 
ary words; more slang words and fewer polite words; more current words 
and fewer archaic or special words. Similarly we use more familiar phrases 
— more direct, simple, even hackneyed phrases, and fewer involved, pic- 
turesque, or figurative phrases. 

Our constructions, also, are simpler in living speech than in writing. We 
use shorter sentences and a more direct word order; fewer complex sen- 
tences and more simple and compound sentences; fewer periodic sentences 
and more loose sentences. Sometimes we do not complete our sentences at 
all, but leave them half finished, interrupting and correcting ourselves as 
the impulse strikes us, or finishing witli gestures instead of words. In con- 
versation we do not have the time, nor the need, nor the skill to use the 
studied literary devices with which writers adorn their language. 

Obviously it is the business of the dramatist — the realistic dramatist, at 
any rate — ^to note these differences, and to write his play in a more or less 
colloquial style, putting into the mouths of his characters language they 
might reasonably be supposed to speak. Unfortunately, many dramatists 
fail to do this, and the actor will sometimes find himself asked to deliver 
lines that his instinct a,nd experience tell him the character would not really 
utter. If the play is not too significant as literature, and the director does 
not object, the actor may be able to ease some of the difficulty by slight 
chmges in the wording or phrasing, though he must beware of the temp- 
tation to change the character as well. If the play is an established classic 
there is a certain obligation to speak the lines as written; and if it is highly 
literary or poetic the very artificiality of the lines may be a part of the 
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cooTOtion by which it attains dignity and beauty. In such cases the 
problem for the actor is not how to substitute more natural lene...” ^ 
how to m^e the poeta or conventional language sound reasoned natari 
md convmcmg To do successfully he nrust know how Uving sneei 
driers from oral reading m manner of delivery as weU as in form. 

Conversational Quality 

A convemational quality in deiivery includes at least five important 
ctetensucs: (i) A much greater variety of infiections than in LsvT. 
tiond m^g: (a) a more uneven tempo, including pauses of varying 
lengths, (3) a stronger contrast between accented and unaccented syllru 
blesj (4) a liberal use of contracted forms, such as “don’t” for “do not”- 

and (s) a weakening of the vowel in such words as the article “a” or the' 
preposition “to.”^ 

The fet of these characteristics is very deceptive, for to the casual ear 
the elaborate inllection patterns of elocutionary oral reading may sound 
more varied than the less pretentious ones of normal, unaffected speech 
The variations in reading, however, are artificial; they may be indicate’ 
and may cover a wide range of pitch, but they do so in a routine pattern! 
followmg sentence form rather than meaning, and repeating whenever the 
form repeats. The variations of true speech, on the other hand, though less 
extreme in range of pitch, are more spontaneous and unexpected: they ex- 
press meaning rather than form, and repeat only when the meaning repeats 

In other words they represent real variety as opposed to an elaborate 
pattern of monotony. 

It is interesting to note that this difference between elocutionary and 
natural inflections is by no means a recent development. John Rice, in his 
penetrating book on The Art of Reading, published in London in 1765, calls 
attention to it in these acid words: 

N«t to the intolerable Cacaphony of the Wliine and Cant of the Illiterate. . 
tlie Monotony of the artificial Declaimer is most disgustful: Not that he may 
want variety in the Inflections of the Voice; but these are made to succeed each 

other so regularly, that whatever he be repeating, it seems to be stiU the burthen 
01 the same Song, 

The modern actor— and perhaps even the platform reader^can well afford 
0 earn that expressiveness is not to be measured by the number and 
extent of the pitch changes, but by their independence of mere form and 

” informal fracept when spedally 
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their appropriateness to the exact shade of meaning to be conveyed. They 
do not have to be spectacular unless the meaning is spectacular. 

The second characteristic of a conversational quality— a more uneven 
tempo — ^presents a very similar problem. Tempo, like pitch, can be stere- 
otyped into elaborate patterns, and if unskillfully handled may result in 
rhythmic monotony or “singsong.” In poetic drama a more or less regular 
pattern of tempo may be an instrument of great beauty. But in prose, a 
freely varied tempo, not stereotyped, is one of the most powerful means at 
the actor’s command for naturalizing dialogue. When he is obliged to de- 
liver a long, literary speech of the sort that seems hopelessly stilted and 
unreal, a skillful change of pace and a sensitive use of pauses will do more 
than any thing else to break the speech up into something like real con- 
versation. Even in verse, a variation of tempo that does not destroy the 
essential rhythm helps enormously to vitalize the dialogue. 

The third, fourth, and fifth characteristics may well be considered to- 
gether. 

The degree of contrast between accented and unaccented syllables varies 
in different languages, but is always greater in natural speedi than in con- 
ventional or literary discourse. An exceptionally strong contrast is to be 
found in the English language. In conversational English, accented sylla- 
bles, are not only pronounced with more force than unaccented syllables, 
but they are made slightly longer in duration. At the same time the un- 
accented syllables — ^iacluding the monosyllabic articles, prepositions, and 
conjunctions — are both weakened and shortened; unnecessary vowels are 
elided, and familiar forms like “I am,” “we have,” “she is,” and “they 
are” are contracted into “I’m,” “we’ve,” she’s,” and “they’re.” 

Such variations and contractions do not necessarily make for slovenliness 
of speech, as some of our less learned and more pedantic school teachers 
seem to think. They may, of course, be accompanied by slovenliness — ^by 
mouthing or blurring of consonants, degradation of accented vowels, or 
substitution of vulgar for reputable pronunciation — but that is another 
matter. The most cultivated and skillful speakers, when speaking infor- 
mally, shorten or elide weak syllables without the least suggestion of 
ignorance or vulgarity; and the-British — ^who are generally less lip-lazy and 
more agile in their speech — dip syllables even more than we do. 

To speak lines without seeming to read them, the actor must learn to 
distinguish unerringly between those tricks of speech which mark the ig- 
norant, slouchy, indifferent speaker, and those which represent the natural 
informality of the cultivated speaker. In the effort to avoid slovenliness he 
must avoid the opposite vices of bookishness and false precision. 
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Actok versd's Elocutionist 

Among amateurs Md those attempting to break into the profession 

there are two opposite types who have trouble in reading 
nho read with too iittie expression, and 
The ftst type usn^y improve with experience, bnt ti:fe^d 
times grow worse. The most persistently unnatural readers are 
who have had so-called “elocutionary" training. 

There is no reason why a sound and thoroueh trainintr in -u u 
mmpetent tearier shonld be a handicap to an actor; L a sn^^ 
trmmng by ^ mcompetent teacher is one of the worst handicarS^^ 
have. Ynfcrtnnately, much of the training oifered under the nme“ 
etocntron ■ rs superW and given by incompetent teachers. TlJ^ 
to be something about the profession which attracts to it a das. of sLu 
h^-xluc^ed I^opie, who talk a great deal abom « “end hl“rd 
int^retation of htemtnre, but who do not know the history and stocto 
of tte lan^e, and have no deep understanding of 
pmta to mt,^ret. Some of them have little social background, 
depth, or scholarship; but they have a great zeal for cultufe, and seek to 
spread It by the only means at their command. Lacking wide Icquabttce 
with those who, by environment and tradition, speak well without effort 

‘depend upon except that of the printed page’ 
f u r elocutionists as superfidal as themselves. This expUns 
f ^ eye-pronunciation and false elegance. 

ofteifTi f pronunciation. The point here is that the faults mentioned 
often interfere seriously with a young actor’s effort to speak his lines 
naturally and convincingly. ^ 

examples of eye-pronundation common among 
actors with elocutionary training are: the rendering of the artides “a’’ 
the m unaccented position as ei and Si:* rather than g and Sg- the 

.ilput /■ ' unaccented; the restitution of 

the Derftr w rf to take 

the perfeedy reputable [1$] sound out of "picture,” "fortune,” mid so on, 

“issue” ^ take the [S] sound out of 

mmronnffnp °Z^ t>ecause it is not spelled s/t; the attempt to put back 
P cable sounds long elided in good speech usage, as in "dothes,” 

and ”3, 
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“postscript,” or “Wednesday,” just because they are still retained in the 
spelling; and the leveling out of long polysyllables by lengthening and 
overemphasizing the unaccented syllables. These and many other ex- 
amples will be discussed in more detail in Chapter XV. 

The mistaken notion behind such well-meaning niceties is that the 
spoken word derives from the written, and that one can establish his claim 
to education or refinement by proving that he knows how to spell. Un- 
fortunately, many half-educated elocutionists do not seem to realize that 
in proving their knowledge of spelling they often reveal their ignorance of 
traditional usage in cultivated speech. Historically and logically the real 
language is the spoken one; the written is secondary. Written language 
serves to record and preserve speech, and to transmit it beyond the range 
of the voice; it does tend to stabilize forms and slow their rate of change, 
but it cannot dictate changes or prevent them. Even if this were not true 
off the stage, it would still be the actor’s business to present the spoken 
language, not the written; and nothing can hamper him more in that than 
a standard of pronunciation based on spelling. 

Among the more annoying aberrations of speech growing out of the 
elocutionist’s notion of' elegance are the indiscriminate, exaggerated, and 
often bungling affectation of British vowel sounds in American speech, such 
as [a:] for [ae], or short [a] for short [a] — ^not only in words where the Lon- 
doner uses them, but in others where he does not; the ruthless elimination 
of final r (and even medial f), sometimes in places where the Londoner or 
the New Englander would i;iot eliminate it; the desperate determination to 
pronounce English long « with full diphthongal value [iu], not only in 
words where it is usual with good speakers, such as “student," “institute,” 
or “duty,” but in words where it can be managed only with a self-conscious 
effort, such as “blue,” “true,” or “cerulean”; the attempt to recapture 
foreign pronunciations for words of remote foreign origin long since An- 
glicized in reputable speech, such as “valet,” “boulevard,” or “clientele”; 
and the use of certain pet affectations current among elocutionists and 
almost nobody else, such as the very special way of saying “girl” (gsil or 
geal), “really” ('reasli), or “world” (waild or hwaild). Surely the reader 
has heard these elegant monstrosities. 

, Goon Elocution 

If elocution could be understood to mean simply utterance — the giving 
out of words — and good elocution to mean dear, audible, intelligible ut- 
terance, the actor should by all means cultivate good elocution. It is not 
elocution that is bad, but Elocution with a capital E — the cult of shallow 




ft 



Lester Wallack 
(1820-1888) 

A versatile actor himself, he carried on 
the fine stock-company tradition of his 
father at Wallack's Theatre. Harrison 
Grey Fiske called him "the glass of fash- 
ion and the mold of form,” 



“l^tta" (Charlotte Crabtree) (1847-1924) 

The darling of the pioneer west, she was a minor actress 
but a major figure in theatre history, the greatest "barn- 
stormer” of them all. 


I’lale g. Popular stars of the posl- 
Civil-War decades. 



Third and most succes- 
ful of his family name, 
he made Rip popular in 
1859 and kept him so for 
forty years. 


Charming and versatile 
daughter of E. L. Daven- 
port, very popular in the 
seventies and eighties. 



Fanny Davenport 
(1850-1898) 


Joseph Jefferson (1829-1905) 
as Rip Van Winkle 


Mrs. E. J. Phillips 



Plate 10. A long run in Ike seti- 
enlies. Souvenir program of Ou/ 
Boys, which ran all summer and 
fall in the Centennial year, 
breaking the record for Phila- 
delphia. The program was 
printed on white satin, a pro- 
cedure which became a ritu^ in 
many theatres for looth per- 
formances. This theatre had 
strong resident companies for 
a number of years under the 
direction of F. F. Mackay. They 
played standard repertory with 
the accent on comedy. 



Wallack, Palmer andDalv T*n^ ’ ■' “^ “ companies, notably those of 






Clara Morris 
(1846-1955) 



E. M. Holland 
(1848-1915) 






J. H. Stoddarl 
(1827-1907) 



Maud Karrisun 


Annie Russell 


May Robson 

(i86s?.-I945) 




W. J. LcMoyne 

(1831-1905) 


i '‘J: 



Harry Woodruff 


Plate 12. A few Palmer players. The union Square and Madison 
Square Theatres of A, M. Palmer were training schools for a gen- 
eration of young actors who played in association with seasoned 
veterans. Here shown are some of his best-known artists, young 
and old. Others are mentioned or shown in other connections on 
Plates II, 12, 16, 17. 


McKee Rankin 
as Jacques Frochard 



Augustin D^y's stoA company in his farce A Night OJf. (John Drew, James 
Lewis, Ada Rehaii, Charles Fisher, Virginia Dreher, Mrs. Gilbert, Otis Skinner, 
and May Irwin.) * 






Plage 14. Foreign stars successful in America. “The divine Sarah,” whose voice was “liquid 
music,” acted only in French, witli her own Frendi company. Salvini, called by Towse "in- 
comparably the greatest actor I have ever seen,” acted in Italian with English-speaking com- 
panies. Modjeska, Polish-hom, acted in English and remained in America. 



Hdena ModjMka Tommaso Salvini (iSag-igij) 

C1844-1909) as Ingomar 



J 



Constant Coquelin 
(1841-1Q09) 



Denis Diderot 

(1713-1784) 



Sir Henry Irving 
(183S-1905) 


► 


Plate !£. Masks or faces. Key figures in the famous controversy 
It was Coquelin’s essay on The Actor and His Art in 1880 which 
revived interest in Di<ierot*s Paradoxe (i77p)» end it was Irving 
who led the opposition. Coquelin is shown below in his most 
famous part as Cyrano, and Irving as Shylock. Ellen Terry 
(mother of Gordon Craig and great-aunt of John Gielgud) was 
Irvings co-atar. Note the old-fashioned grooved stage in the 
Cyrano picture. 






Plaie i6. A poHrait gallery on cigarette cards. It was quite the fashion, when stage players were 
idolized as movie stars are now, for smokers and their friends to make collections of these cards, 
one of which came in each package of cigarettes. Baseball players and pugilists were similarly 
honored; occasionally even statesmen or authors. 
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exhibitionism built up by well-meaning but ignorant practitioners who 
mistake veneer for culture and artificiality for art. The wise actor will keep 
out of such company and avoid every trick or maimerism associated with 
the cult. 

On the other hand, actors who have had no training in elocution at all, 
good or bad, are likely to fall into the opposite error. In the attempt to be 
natural and unafEected they are likely to read their lines in the same in- 
articulate, mumbling tones that pass for naturalness in real life. 

Tn ordinary conversation, even at close range, we Americans speak none 
too clearly. Many of our remarks are not heard correctly the first time. 'T 
beg your pardon?” “What did you say?” “Sorry, I didn’t catch that?” 
“Huh?” “Whassat?” “Come again?” — ^such rehouses are heard all too 
often in everyday life. But what becomes of the theatre if the actor does 
no better? The audience cannot very well say “Huh?” or “Beg pardon?" 
every time the actor mumbles his words. People who buy tickets for the 
theatre have a right to expect what they do not expect in everyday life: 
to hear and understand the speaker clearly in every line, without repeti- 
tion, and in spite of the greater spaces and distances. 

To speak his lines with clarity, meaning, and carrying power, yet with- 
out artificiality or affectation — that is good elocution for the actor. 

To adiieve it he must) of course, have a reasonably strong, clear voice, 
and good clean enunciation. Suggestions for developing these qualities 
will be offered in later chapters. But he must also have something a little 
less tangible: namely, a sense of projection; a keen awareness of his au- 
dience without direct communication with them; a power to gauge the 
exact volume, the exact degree of clarity necessary to reach them without 
straining or pounding. He must speak his lines openly— not to himself and 
his fellow actors only, but to the most distant part of the audience — ^wlfile 
at the same time he must seem to be speaking them naturally to the other 
characters in the play. 

Good elocution is not shouting, not overprecise enundation, not pain- 
fully exaggerated syllabification, not excessive literalness, not brittle 
artifidality. Rather it is a subtle, unobtrusive heightening of the natural 
rhythms and inflections of conversation, in such a way that they become 
dearer than in real life, and project easily to all ports of the theatre. 

Insttring the Key Syllables 

One device that is very essential to good elocution is the accurate selec- 
tion and emphasis of the key words or syllables — those that are espedally 
significant in conveying the meaning. 



1 0 8 The Art of A cting 

As already mentioned, English is a language of strong contrasts between 
accented and unaccented syUables. It is also a language of phrases rather 
than words. In normal speech we do not hear all the unaccented syllables, 
or we hear them so indistinctly that we cannot depend upon them for 
meaning. We may think we hear all the syllables, but actually we hear 
chiefly the key syllables; and we are able to supply the missing ones because 
the phrases andL their rhythms are familiar to our ears. When an unim- 
portant syllable escapes us we know instinctively what it ought to be from 
the rhythm and context. But we can only do this when the missing syl- 
lables are routine ones; the moment we miss a key syllable we are in danger 
of losing the meaning, since nothing in the phraseology will necessarily 
supply it. 

In the following sentences, for example, we should certainly have diffi- 
culty in grasping the meaning if we heard only the syllables printed and 
missed the ones indicated by dashes: 

You must not because it all the . 

It had your perhaps, but I assure you it’s a . 

I bear no for a fair act of . 

I to an so he won’t again. 

On the other hand we could easily make a good guess at the missing 
syllables in the following sentences: 

You must do tliat outrages — decencies. 

It escaped memory haps assure fact. 

I bear malice fair act war. 

I want make pression won’t misbehave gain. 

They are, of course, the same sentences. All are taken from the dialogue 
of modern plays. 

What makes a key syllable a key syllable? Not the fact that it is an ac- 
cented syllable, though most key syllables are accented. Not its logical 
importance; for a syllable may be lo^cally important and yet not a key 
syllable in the sense in which the term is here used. For example, in the 
sentence, “The, prisoner is not guilty,” the most important syllable logi- 
cally is “not.” But if, by chance, that word is indistinctly uttered, or is 
blurred by a competing cough or sneeze, there is little likelihood that any- 
body will miss the meaning, because the rhythm of the sentence is so 
different from that of the contrary sentence, “The prisoner is guilty.” In 
other words, the importance of any syllable as a key syllable depends not 
only on its logical significance, but on the relation between its meaning and 
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the context, especially the sentence rhythm. A key syllable is one that is 
essential to an understanding of the meaning, and that nothing in rhythm 
or context will supply if it is indistinctly uttered or blurred by distracting 
sounds. 

The obvious method of insuring the key syllables is to go through the 
part on paper, underlining the syllables that appear to be significant, and 
then memorizing the lines with the importance of those syllables con- 
sciously in mind. But that method is extremely dangerous, for it is almost 
sure to be mechanical and to result in artifidal “poxmding.” 

A far better method is to work from the inside out by trying to sense the 
importance of the syllables in terms of the meaning, and to feel the rhy thms 
as part of the meaning. Like most problems in acting, it all comes back to 
the actor’s imagination. The actor who is sufficiently imaginative in respect 
to the meaning of his part will be much more apt to project successfully 
the syllables essential to convey that meaning than the actor who is only 
half aware of what it is all about. If the imaginative actor does occasionally 
let down too much in the force of his utterance, becoming too confidential, 
he is at least likely to keep the relative values right; and on being told by 
the director to project more vigorously he is likely to raise the levd in 
proper proportion. 

In projecting the key syllables it is extremely helpful to remember that 
tempo is at least as important as force, if not more so. What is needed to 
make a key syllable come clear is often nothing more than a retarded 
tempo, with more duration on the vowel sound, and very little, if any, in- 
crease in force. When an w or an » follows the vowel sound, that also 
should be lengthened and vocalized with fuller resonance, 

WoBD Emphasis ^oe. Meaning 

A surprising amount of dullness, not to say obscurity, creeps into the 
reading of many actors through ignorance or neglect of certain simple 
principles of emphasis. 

Apart from the rhythmic emphasis of verse, and from the physical prob- 
lem of projecting key syllables, there are three common reasons for em- 
phasizing a word or a phrase. The first is its logical or intrinsic importance. 
The second is the necessity of drawing attention to some contrast or paral- 
lelism in which it is involved. The third is the newness of the idea which it 
injects into the current of discourse. 

With the first of these reasons the actor usually has little trouble. He 
knows enough to emphasize an important noun, verb, predicate adjective. 
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or adverb which clearly relates to the main thought the character is trying 
to express; and he knows enough not to emphasize the ordinary run of 
articles, prepositions, conjunctions, and other utility words. 

With the second reason he has a little more difficulty, especially in the 
first few rehearsals. When contrasts, parallelisms and otiier rhetorical 
devices are simple and short, there is little danger of overlooking the proper 
emphasis; but often they are long and involved, and the words to be com- 
pared or contrasted are separated by long subordinate passages. In that 
case the actor may read them at first without the proper emphasis to 
bring out the contrasts or parallels. If he goes on to study his part intelli- 
gently he will probably discover these devices and give them their proper 
ernphnsis before it is too late. The chief danger is that he will not be able 
to unlearn the false inflections acquired on the first reading; or that he 
will be too artificial in bringing out the rhetorical devices when he does 
discover them. 

It is the third reason, however, that young actors know least about, and 
neglect most seriously. 

The idea back of every reasonably important word or phrase is either 
a new idea, appearing for the first time in the speech or scene; or else it is 
an idea that has been recently mentioned and is being repeated as a matter 
of back reference. In the first case it calls for a positive emphasis, and a 
tone of voice that will direct attention to its newness. In the second it 
calls for no particular emphasis; instead, it should be spoken casually, to 
reassure the listener that it is the same idea he has alreaxiy become familiar 
with, and that nothing new is implied by its repetition. If the actor falsely 
emphasizes an idea that is not new, or fails to emphasize one that is, he 
obscures the thought, and perhaps deceives his listeners — ^not to mention 
himself — ^into an outright misunderstanding. 

In the following passage (from that charming play. The Romantic Age, 
by A. A. MHae) each of the italicized words or groups of words introduces 
.a fairly important idea for the first time in the scene, or reemphasizes an 
old idea in some new connection, or by some contrast or parallelism of 
thought: 

MEiiSANDE. It's a Wonderful night. Mother. Midsummer night. I’m not cold. 
MRS. ENOWLE. But you shitddered. I distinctly saw you shudder. Didn’t yon see 

her, Jane? 

JANE. I’m afraid I wasn’t looking, Aunt Mary. 

MELTSANDE. I didn’t shudder because I was cold. I shuddered because you will 

keep calling me by that horrible name. I shudder every time I hear it. 

MRS. KNOWLE. Whot name, Sandy? 
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MSUSAfiDE. There it is again. Oh, why did you christen me by such a ivonderjul, 
beautiful, magical name as Melisande, if you were going to call me Sandy? 

MRS. ENOWLE. Well, dear, as I think I’ve told you, that was a mistake of your 
father’s. I suppose he got it out of some book. I should certainly never have 
agreed to it, if I had heard him distinctly. I thought he said MUUcent — after 
your Aunt Milly. 

Just how much emphasis each of the italicized words should get, is, of 
course, debatable. The only purpose in picking them out at all is to force 
the mind to consider the possible reasons for emphasizing them, or for 
not emphasizing others. 

In the first speech, for example, “wonderful” and “Midsummer” are 
italicized because they introduce new ideas, but “night” is not, because 
it has been mentioned in a previous speech of Mrs. Eaiowle’s. “Cold” has 
not been used before, but has been implied, and might for that reason 
escape emphasis; but I have italicized it to build up the contrast with 
“horrible name,” which is reaffirmed in the fourth speech. That raises the 
question whether “cold” should again be emphasized in the fourth speech; 
I think it should be, not in this case because of newness, but because the 
reemphasis is needed to make fully clear the contrast with “horrible name.” 

In the second speech I have italicized “shuddered” and “saw” because 
they are new, and have not italicized the second “shudder” because it is 
a back reference; but this, too, is debatable, for the reason that “shudder” 
is obviously the most important idea in the speech, and so might bear 
repeated emphasis. On the other hand, the flighty nature of Mrs. Knowle’s 
thinking seems to come out better if the emphasis shifts to the new ele- 
ment in each of her short sentences. 

In the sixth speech the words “christen” and “call” might be emphasized 
both on the score of newness and also of rhetorical contrast; but the same 
contrast is carried by the names “Melisande” and “Sandy,” and the names 
themselves are more important than the verbs that go with them. It would 
be possible to emphasize “christen” and “call” in addition to the words 
italicized, but that would make the whole speech a bit top-heavy with 
emphatic words, and might lead to pounding. 

Almost any passage of dialogue will involve similar problems in the 
shading of meaning, with similar opportunities for choice of emphasis. But 
if the choice be made intelligently in each case, with due regard to the 
principles explained above, a reasonably clear and colorful reading is 
likely to result. 

I do not suggest that the young actor should mechanize his reading of 
every speech by underlining each emphatic word and memorizing the 
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undeilinmg as part of the text. If he did so he would almost surely develop 
an exaggerated degree of emphasis and a habit of pounding. 

On other hand, every director who has tried to train young actors 
knows that their most persistent and baffling fault is a tendency to mis- 
place accents for no reason at all, and to memorize the wrong accents before 
the right ones penetrate their minds, lii the passage quoted, for example, 
amateurs are apt to miss the possible emphasis on “wonderful,” “saw,” 
“you,” the second “cold,” “horrible” (which should split the emphasis with 
“name”), or “Millicent,” and perhaps to put an unnecessary or mislead- 
ing one on the first “night,” "shudder,” "see,” the second "shudder,” the 
second “shuddered,” “mistake,” “never,” or “said.” Any one of these 
false accents would slightly distort the meaning, and four or five of them 
would blur the whole passage badly. 

What the earnest young player should do is cultivate carefully the habit 
of being sensitive to the interrelation of ideas, to syntax, to contrast, to' 
parallelism, and especially to back reference or its absence. To that end 
he should practice frequently the exercise of underlining words to be em- 
phasized in selected passages of varied style — but preferably ml from 
parts that he expects to play. They need not, in fact, be from plays at 
all; they may be from any form of prose or verse, some of the most in- 
teresting material for the purpose being discoverable in lyric poetry. Such 
exercises should be treated as drill work, to limber up the imagination as 
scales on the piano Umber up the fingers, and to be forgotten in actual 
performance. 

Let me repeat that the worst trouble arises from failure to note back 
reference, or the lack of it. It is due, I think, to the fact that in reading — 
or reciting— we are under, such constant pressure to look ahead and to 
consider what comes next that we neglect to keep in mind what has al- 
ready been said, and its relation to what we are saying or about to say. 
Only by developing a high degree of alertness to back reference can we 
overcome this difficulty; and there is nothing more important in the cur- 
riculum of the student actor. 

Teamwouk in Reading Lines 

There is one phase of the reading of lines that the young actor should 
never allow himself to forget for a moment. In any other kind of reading 
aloud, and in most kinds of speaking, the problem is solely, or largely, an 
individual one. But in acting — except in the rare moments of prolonged 
soliloquy — the effect of the dialogue does not depend alone on the reading 
or speaking characteristics of an individual actor; it depends on the co- 
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ordination of all players involved in bringing out the interrelation of 
meaning as they speak to, and answer, each other. 

That means that the actor must study the delivery of his lines as part 
of a larger pattern, including his cues, his listening to others, and the effect 
of their lines on his. In his choice of pitch, or inflection, he must be guided 
by its relation to the pitch used by the other players. In the matter of 
tempo, what would seem a slow pace in a duologue with a character having 
exceptionally rapid speech, might still seem faster than necessary in a 
scene with a different character. In selecting words for emphasis he must 
remember that his back references will include back references to words in 
the speeches of others as well as his own — an exceedingly important point 
frequently missed by actors who study from "sides” rather than books. 

At the same time he must guard against one insidiously bad influence 
growing out of the fact that he is not working alone. That is the constant 
temptation to take his pitch or tempo from the other actor by mere 
thoughtless imitation, instead of choosing it intelligently to fit the char- 
acter he is playing. This is an extremely common fault with beginners, and 
does much to spoil otherwise good dialogue. Audience interest in dialogue 
is greatly heightened by contrasts in pitch and tempo, as well as in timbre, 
or tone quality. Actors are perhaps less apt to imitate each other in timbre 
than in pitch or tempo; yet to a lesser degree they may allow almost any 
characteristic of a fellow player to influence their own reading. An actor 
playing a refined, highly educated character in a scene with a number of 
coarse characters may occasionally find him self unconsciously following 
their tones or pronunciations and failing to maintain the contrast. An 
actor playing the only American chsuracter in a British play — or vice versa 
—has to watch his reading carefully to avoid a similar temptation. “When 
in Rome, do as the Romans do,” is good advice for a traveler but bad ad- 
vice for an actor. 


Tee Reading of Verse 

A good part of what has been said about the reading of lines applies 
primarily to more or less conversational prose. A great many plays, how- 
ever, especially from earlier periods, are written in verse. For the player 
unaccustomed to verse this creates an added problem; thou^ many ex- 
perienced actors assert that the speaking of verse is easier, once you get 
used to it, than the speaking of prose. That, of course, is debatable, though 
there is fairly general agreement on the idea that verse is easier to learn 
and remember — ^provided it is, good verse. 

In speaking verse lines there are two opposite extremes to avoid. The 
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first is a mechanically singsong reading, and the second is a too-prosy 
reading. 

Singsong reading is distasteful to most listeners, and since it is easy to 
detect, it is often severely criticized. Schoolteachers trying to teach chil- 
dren to read poetry seem to make singsong reading the unforgivable sin, 
and hammer at it so incessantly that they induce many youngsters to 
cultivate the opposite fault. 

Singsong reading is not (as many teachers seem to think) the result of 
too much feeling for the rhythmic quality of the verse. It is the result of 
too little feeling for the mental and emotional content. The singsong reader 
grasps only the mechanics of the meter. He does not really grasp the rhyth- 
mic feeling at aU, because he does not grasp the meaning and emotion; and 
if the poetry is good poetry the rhythm is inseparable from the meaning 
and emotion. That is why the poet feels the need to express them rhyth- 
mically. Singsong reading is not singsong because it is musical, or songlike, 
but because it has no songlike quality at all. It is merely mechanically 
regular, automatic, shallow, meaningless and emotionless — a tinkling 
sound, but signifying nothing. 

A prosy reading, on the other hand, is one that seeks only the literal 
meaning and throws away the poetry. It never seems to occur to some peo- 
ple that if a poet meant no more than is brought out in a prosy reading he 
would have written it in prose in the first place. If he chose to put his 
thoughts and feelings into rhythmic language, it must have been because 
he expected that rhythmic language to convey something beyond what 
could be conveyed without it. Yet the chief thing our children are taught 
in many schools about reading verse is to ignore the rhythm and read it 
as prose. An excuse sometimes offered for this is that young people do not 
like poetry unless they can be made to forget the meter and think only of 
the meaning. If that were true, it would be a possible reason for giving 
them prose and sparing them poetry; but it is no reason for teaching them 
to read poetry badly. If they have to choose between meaningless singsong 
and prosy literalness, they will naturally prefer the latter; but perhaps if 
they were taught to read imaginatively for both music and meaning they 
would not be so insensitive to poetry. 

Good reading of verse is neither one extreme or the other. It is songlike 
in proportion to the l3n:ical quality of the verse, but it is never singsong. 
It is meaningful, but imaginatively and emotionally so, not just factually 
or literally so. It is rhythmic, in varying degree, from the strongly metrical 
to the relatively free; but it is never shallow or mechanical. It is not just a 
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middle course between two extremes, but an organic cobrdination of two 
good tilin gs: form and content. It does not sacrifice some meaning to 
capture some rhythm. Instead it combines the deepest and most spiritual 
meaning with the most moving and satfefying rhythm, both elements gain- 
ing by the combination. 

If this seems like daiming the cake and the penny too, the explanation 
is very simple. We do possess both body and mind at the same time; and 
they do function harmoniously in many ways, without sacrifice of one to 
the other. If we think of the rhythmic aspects of verse as primarily physi- 
cal, appealing to bodily response, and the meaning eis primarily mental, 
appealing to the intelligence, it becomes easier to understand how both 
can operate to the full at the same time. If emotion, as suggested in the 
chapter on that subject, is an all-ovemess of response, cobrdinated through 
the sympathetic nervous system, it is not difficult to see why a harmonious 
combination of physical and mental appeal has more emotional depth 
than either would have alone. 

This conception of the problem suggests a technique for studying poetic 
verse, and for reading or speaking it. In beginning his study, the actor 
should first seek to find the rhythms by physical means, beating, or stamp- 
ing, or dandng them out with his body until he has them physically mem- 
orized, so to speak. Secondly (with perhaps some overlapping in time) he 
should direct his intelligence and imagination toward the meaning and 
mood. The order is not vital, for the objective is a totality of response; 
but as the rhythm is more likely to be neglected if meaning comes first 
than is meaning if rhythm comes first, the latter order is recommended 
as the best approach to a verse part. 

When it comes to the actual reading of verse lines, the actor is often 
troubled by a seeming conflict between meaning and rhythm. He may find, 
for example, that a unit of meaning runs past the end of a line, and stops 
in the middle of the next; or that a metrical accent seems to fall on an un- 
important syllable, while an important one seems to come in the wrong 
place to receive proper accent for meaning without upsetting the meter. 
The solution lies in the fact that the actor is not dependent upon one vari- 
able element of expression, but upon several — especially pitch, force, arid 
tempo. Therefore his task is to find, not weak compromises, but strong 
combinations. If he will remember that tempo is the most important 
element in conveying the rhythmic effect, and pitch inflection the most 
important in conveying meaning — ^with force helping now one and now 
the other — ^he will be able to work out a method of balance which will re- 
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tain both sets of values. But if he has never tried it before, and never even 
thought about it, he cannot expect to become skillful at it in a week — or 
even in a year. 

The danger of singsong reading is usually greatest in connection with 
rhymed verse; but even in blank verse (which is unrhymed five-stress 
iambic verse, and the commonest verse in dramatic literature) the actor 
is apt to get into mechanical trouble by giving too much attention to the 
individual line. It is to some degree true of all good verse, and especially 
true of dramatic verse, that too much emphasis on the line as a metrical 
unit destroys the poetic feeling. Certainly no great poetic dramatist ever 
intended his actors to scan separate lines, rather than passages. After aU, 
liTiRs are devices for the eye. The actor, and the dramatist who writes 
for actors, think of dramatic verse as flowing, emotionally charged dialogue, 
full of rhythmic beat, but not end-stopped on every line. As often as not, 
a character speaking in verse begins or ends his speech in the middle of a 
line; and if he ends it in the middle of a line another character picks it right 
up and keeps the meter flowing. Bookish scholars have worried a great 
deal about some seeming irregularities in the scansion of Shakespeare’s 
lines; but most of them are only seeming irregularities, and do not worry 
the experienced actor at all, because the voice flows right on rhytlimically 
■ regardless of the printer. 

The young actor today has one additional handicap in learning to speak 
verse lines which his grandfather never faced. That is the blurred rhythmic 
sense characteristic of our age. Since shortly after World War I there has 
been a strong tendency in popular song, in dance music, and even in poetry, 
to abandon the dear rhythms of earlier days and substitute confused, 
chaotic rhythms, all too expressive of our disordered, disrupted, disillu- 
sioned, disintegratmg dvilization. It began with the restless, nervous, 
jangling noisiness of the “jazz” age, and resulted at first in overelaboration 
of rhythms and oversyncopation. Syncopation is temporary shift of accent 
from the main beat to an offbeat; but when you syncopate too elaborately 
or too long you simply lose the main beat altogether and the rhythm dis- 
appears in amorphous confusion. The most popular type of syncopation 
for a time was a ddayed beat; but it soon degenerated into chronic drag- 
ging? and ultimately into the utterly formless maundering which goes by 
the unhistorical name of “crooning,” or into the strange behavior of many 
modern “dancers,” who dutch each other and sway around a ballroom 
with movements completely unrelated to the music. A whole generation' 
(and more) of young people raised in such an environment could hardly 
be expected to appredate the rhythmic qualities of real verse or real music, 
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much less to be able to act in poetic drama and speak verse lines without 
blurring the rhythms. 

To learn how to speak dramatic verse well, the young man or woman 
today must first learn how to march, and dance, and sing, and speak verse 
on the beat. He, or she, will do bettor to learn from the Tnarrhin g band 
(one of the few hopeful counterinfluences) rather than from the radio 
crooners. It would be much easier to teach verse reading to a drum-major, 
or “majorette,” than to a torch singer. The student actor should make up 
his mind that good verse reading is a very different thing from maundering, 
and that the first step in learning it is frequent, persistent drill — ^bodily 
as well as vocal — ^in dear, simple, basic rhythms. Eventually he will want 
to speak dramatic verse with freedom and variety; but before he can do 
that, he must master the normal rhythms which are the basis from which 
freedom and variety start. 



CHAPTER XI 



A FINE piece of comic acting is so entertaining and delightful to 
watch, and usually seems so spontaneous and effortless, that the 
young actor is apt to fancy himself as a comedian and to suppose that 
comedy is the easy road to success. Veterans know that comedy — es- 
pecially high comedy — ^is far harder to act than tragedy, and good come- 
dians harder to find than good serious actors. 

Wisecracking, loud-mouthed “funny men” are, to be sure, very plentiful, 
especially on the radio and the screen, and they have no difficulty making 
the moronic millions laugh at ancient jokes, topical gibes, or lacerations 
and degradations of the language. Their success is less often due to their 
skill and originality than to the high percentage of nitwits in their au- 
diences, and to the fact that most people will laugh at what they know is 
supposed to be funny even when it is obviously strained. Call it good 
nature, or politeness, or call it the herd instinct to conform, but without it 
many of our professional zanies could not make a living. I do not mean to 
suggest that there is no place in the art of acting for low comedy or clever 
buffoonery; but much of what passes for comedy in these days is not acting 
at all. Real comedy is never too plentiful in our theatres, and real come- 
dians to make the most of it are unfortunately rare. 

With imagination, sympathy, intelligence, and sincerity, a young player 
of very little experience can often do surprisingly well in a serious or tragic 
part, especially if the play itself is well and sincerely written. For success 
in comedy, however, he must have something else. Either through talent 
or training he must have a highly skilled technique, and above all be must 
have that mysterious quality which theatre people call “the comedy 
sense.” 


Nature oe the Comedy Sense 

The comedy sense is not easy to define, though its absence is painfully 
easy to detect. Many an otherwise promising young player, with plenty 
of intelligence, and even with a certain kind of dramatic imagination, 
seems hopelessly inq)t in comedy. He may have alertness, literary xmdar- 
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standing, a keen enjoyment of acting, and an undoubted sense of humor, 
and yet fail dismally to project the comedy to the audience. He may be 
consciously aware that he is failing, and not know what to do about it; 
and this may happen to actors of considerable experience as well as to 
beginners. 

One of the most reliable non-professional actresses of my acquaintance 
works under a constant handicap through her lack of an accurate comedy 
sense. In the part of Mrs. Malaprop, for example, she had difficulty in 
getting results after several weeks of rehearsal. An indefatigable worker, 
she had her most important speeches recorded, and brought the records 
to me for study and criticism. To help her, I took motion pictures of her, 
in costume, speaking the same lines, so that she could bo^ see and hear 
herself. She was desolated. 

“I’m not funny a bit!” she said. “When I read those lines to myself they 
seem full of humor, and I laugh at them every time; but nobody is going 
to laugh at them if I say them that way. They’re deadly. I know they are. 
I can see it, and hear it, and still I don’t know what is wrong.” 

Working word by word and line by line, we tried to find out what was 
wrong. We found, among other things, that her pace was too even, and 
that she was missing many opportunities for contrast; also that she was 
“pounding” the Malapropisms in such a way as to suggest, not the char- 
acter’s pride in her fancied erudition, but the player’s consciousness that 
the words were being misapplied. She corrected these and many other 
faults, and I am happy to report that in the end she played Mrs. Malaprop 
very well indeed; experience and persistence bring results, even in the 
arts. But it was very exasperating, especially to her, to realize that a player 
with a naturally accurate comedy sense could have spoken those lines 
effectively with one quarter of the effort. The baffling thing about it is 
the fact that the lady in the case really has an exceptionally keen sense of 
humor, and is, off the stage, the most entertaining conversationalist I 
have ever had the pleasure of knowing. She has an endless fund of amusing 
anecdotes, which she relates so comically as to keep her friends in a con- 
stant state of humorous appreciation; and she does it without the slightest 
effort. 

If this were a unique and abnormal experience I should not have set it 
down. It is, unfortunately, a typical experience among those who enjoy 
comedy and like to act in it, and I could cite many similar cases. Intelli- 
gence and a keen enjoyment of humor just do not necessarily imply a 
comedy sense in terms of theatre. Conversely, some of the best stage 
comedians are known to be serious or even melancholy souls, not at aU 
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fnnny off the Stage. The comedy sense, as the term is used in the theatre, 
is a very special talent or accomplishment, not identical with, nor to be 
confused with, the sense of humor. 

It must, of course, include a sense of humor, even though it be a reticent 
one; an actor could hardly convey the humorous implications of his part 
to an audience unless he had first grasped them himself. Indeed, our pleas- 
ure in the work of a good comedian lies partly in the comfortable feeling 
that he fully rmderstands the author’s humorous intent, and enjoys shar- 
ing it with us. At the same time we prefer that he shall not be too obvious 
in his enjoyment; that he shall not try too hard to be funny; that he shall 
not “push” or “pound” his lines, or laugh too hard at them himself. In 
short, we expect him to project the humor to us with just the right balance 
between impersonation and appreciation — ^m other words, between em- 
pathy and aesthetic distance. 

Without attempting a categorical definition of the comedy sense, I 
would venture the suggestion that it includes at least the following de- 
ments; 

1. A confident, easy ability to function on two planes at once, as artist and 
instrument. 

2. A strong, but subtle, feeling for thought-sharing as opposed to exhibi- 
tionism. 

3. A keen sense of humor. 

4. A lively sense of projection. 

3. A delicate sense of timing. 

6. A sharp sense of contrast. 

7. A reasonable amount of restraint. 

These do not begin to cover all the details of technique by which comic 
effects are achieved in the theatre, but they do indicate the more important 
psychological principles involved. The first two of them have already been 
.discussed at some length in earlier chapters; the last five need, perhaps, 
some further explanation. 

The Sense oe Humor 

The sense of humor itself is not so difficult to understand. It is usually 
explained as the recognition of incongruity — the discovery of something 
out of place or out of proportion with the normal or natural or expected 
order of things. When very important matters are so seriously out of place 
that we cannot maintain our aesthetic distance, the effect is apt to be dis- 
turbmg rather than humorous; but when the incongruities are trifling 
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enough to be viewed with detachment, the effect is humorous, and the 
more fantastic the incongruities the more humorous they seem. 

There is nothing either humorous or tragic about a normal human face, 
with two eyes, two ears, a nose and a mouth, of the usual size, arrangement, 
and proportion. But when a cartoonist distorts a face by maltin g some of 
the features larger or smaller or more crooked than usual he creates an 
effect that may be either humorous or revolting depending upon the spirit 
in which it is done and the degree of painfulness in the distortion. 

K you behold a person with an abnormally long, or colorful, or bulbous 
nose it is apt to strike you as humorous — ^the more so if he does not seem 
too sensitive about it and is willing to joke about it himself. There are 
professional comedians who find some sudi happy aflSiction a great asset 
in their efforts to be funny; in fact there are some who could never have 
been mistaken for comedians at all but for a preposterous nose, or cauli- 
flower ears, or crossed eyes, or an ear-to-ear mouth. Crossed eyes are 
thought to be especially comical in a professional funny man, but most of 
us do not see the humor in them when they occur in a four-year-old niece 
or granddaughter. If you encounter a friend with a black patch or a blood- 
stained bandage over one eye, you are instantly concerned, and inquire 
anxiously what has happened to him; if you encounter him, instead, with 
an equally incongruous but less alarming blue-black-and-green “shiner” 
you are very apt to laugh boisterously and make facetious (if not alto- 
gether original) remarks. 

In other words, the sense of humor is based upon a sense of incongruity, 
but not all incongruity is humorous. Whether it strikes us as humorous, 
pathetic, tragic, or merely annoying, depends upon the relationdiips that 
control our attitude towards it. Hence the common observation that humor 
and pathos are closely related. The same incongruity may strike us as 
humorous one moment and pathetic the next; it may even strike us as 
humorous and pathetic at the same time, since the painful and absurd 
aspects may be so interwoven as to seem inseparable. Much of the best 
Md most lasting humor in literature is of this mixed type; lyric poetry, for 
example — such as that of A. E. Housman, or Sarah Teasdale, or James 
Stevens — abounds in rueful smiles and comic tears. 

If the sense of humor rests upon the recognition of incongruity or dis- 
proportion, it follows that the person most likely to have a true sense of 
humor is the person with a just sense of proportion — ^with what is often 
called a sense of values. 

Distorted, unstable, or one-sided people are generally humorless, or 
they are characterized by a warped, imhealthy, and frequently unkind 
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form of humor. Such people laugh readily at crudities or cruelties- at 
obscenity, bad manners, or the painful misfortunes of others. True humor 
does not thrive in countries where reciprocity and fair play are not under- 
stood; where men consider a one-sided form of conduct — such as the perse- 
cution or “liquidation” of opponents, the seizure of power by force the 
suppression of free speech, or the use of forced labor — a great crime in 
others but a great virtue in themselves. In such countries you will find 
humorless sadism, insincerity, and bad manners masquerading as humor. 
The newspaper cartoons of Germany and Spain for the last two genera- 
tions, and more recently of Soviet Russia, are good evtimplp s 

True, sound, healthy humor is found at its best in those countries and 
those periods in which men generally honor the rights of others, believe 
in fair play, reciprocity, individual freedom with corresponding respon- 
sibility, and majority rule tempered by consideration for the opinions of 
the minority; and it is best appreciated by well-balanced persons who see 
things in true perspective, who have no distorting obsessions, no exag- 
gerated notion of their own importance, or of man’s importance in the 
universe. The world would be a happier place if everybody had a true 
sense of humor, or if only those who had were permitted to achieve leader- 
ship. 

So much for the nature of humor. But a keen sense of humor implies 
both the humor and the keenness. To a just sense of proportion must be 
added considerable mental agility, a lively awareness of what is going on, 
a discriminating alertness in spotting incongruities when they occur. Even 
a well-balanced person can only be said to show a keen sense of humor when 
his mind is fully awake and alert, with all parts functioning. Perhaps tTiaf 
is why some persons with a good sense of humor in social life seem to lose 
it on the stage; perhaps something in the unfamiliar situation provokes 
self-consciousness and inhibits certain mental functions, while others— 
the memory function, for example — are abnormally active. This may or 
may not be good scientific theory, but it suggests an approach to the prob- 
lem which I have found useful in bafliing cases of weak comedy sense. 

The Sense oe Projection 

Some attention has already been given to the element of projection in 
relation to the devices of exaggeration and signalmg, all three being im- 
portant m general acting technique on the subjective side of the dual func- 
tion. All three are particularly important in comedy technique, and in a 
larg® sense projection may be said to include exaggeration and si'gnalin g. 

The comedian must learn, however, that projection does not mean ex- 
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Mbitionism; nor does it mean forcing, pushing, or pounding the humor. 
The worst thing any comedian can do is to try too hard— or at any rate 
to be caught doing so. Even his exaggeration must not be too obviously 
intentional; and his signalmg must not be so frantic as to suggest a lack 

of confi Jnce in the intelligence of the audience, or in his ovm ability to 
convey the humorous mtent. ^ 

_ Good ^mic projection is permissive, rather than imperative or persua- 
sive. It does not say to the audience, “Laugh, you lunkheads, laugh!” 
It does not say. Please laugh, friends; Fm trying so hard to be funny!” 
Raier it se^s to say, “Okay, friends, your ears are not deceiving you; 
ibat s what the author meant to say, and it’s just as funny as you tLk 
It IS, so go right ahead and laugh!” People in a theatre are eager enough 
to laugh but they are also a bit fearful of misunderstanding something 
and perhaps laughing at the wrong place. They may even be afraid to 
laugh at the right place lest they miss an important line by doing so The 
function of good projection, and especiaUy of the projected laugh signal- 
such as the liftmg of the eyes straight front, described in Chapter IV- 
is to give them a familiar and instantly recognizable green light. 

Perhaps the most important element in good comedy projection is that 
often spoken of as foUowing-through.” The good comedian, like the good 
golfer, tries to think his stroke through to the very end, and even a little 
bit beyond. He must be careful, of course, not to overdo it— not to be 
tmpted into obviousness, or into “mugging.” But the actor who fahs to 
follow through on humorous lines, dropping his voice too soon, or changing 
his manner, or turmng away at the critical instant, only succeeds in con- 
cealing or blurring the author’s comic intent and killing legitimate laughs 
to no purpose whatever. 


For example, conader the moment in You CmH Take It With You when 
enny, wrestling with her problems as a playwright, interrupts Mr. He 
Pinna, on his way to the fireworks laboratory in the cellar, and says, “Mr, 
He if a girl you loved entered a monastery, what would you do?” 
Mr. He Pinna hesitates an instant and replies, “Oh, I don’t know, Mrs. 
yc^ore . . it’s been so long.” It is his exit line, and he is anxious to 

get back to his work, so the temptation is strong on the actor to turn away 
as he says the line and go out. But there is a nice bit of humor in that line, 
seasoned by a touch of pathos, and if the actor turns away too quickly and 
too casually he kills the line and spoHs the laugh. To share the comedy 
with his a.udience he must pause just long enough on the last part of the 
ime to follow the fought through before turning away. This may best be 
one m such position that the audience can see his face— an easy thing to 
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manage naturally in this case, since he is about to exit right when Penny 
calls him from left, and the interruption catches him in medial position, 
with ear cocked left, feet still aiming right, and face front. I have chosen 
this example because it also illustrates the opposite danger. If the actor 
pauses just a little too long, or points up the nostalgic suggestion too senti- 
mentally, or strains too obviously for the laugh, he violates the character 
of Mr. De Pinna, sacrifices the integrity of his imagination, and becomes 
just a mugging actor. Good comedy acting is precisely that kind of tight- 
rppe-walking; you can fall off any minute on either side. 

For another example of following-through, take the moment in Lons- 
dale’s The Bigh Road when Lord Trench, about to make a comically 
indignant exit, pauses at the door and says, “I wish to say I have had a 
damned insulting evening.” For best effect, the line must be said with 
pompous deliberation, including a slight pause after "say,” and followed 
through imaginatively. The actor must not hurry the exit, and the audience 
must be able to see his face until the last word is spoken. In this pasp 
however, good following-through does not preclude his beginning the t urn 
an instant before the last word is out, so long as the turn is deliberate and 
does not cut off the final syllable, for the exit itself is inherently related to 
the thought expressed and is hence really a part of the following-through. 

The technique of following-through is not confined to exit lines, however, 
nor even to final lines. Many of the most critical moments calling for it 
are to be found in medial lines, just before a significant pause, a sharp 
contrast, a quick shift of thought, or a hurried afterthought. In the last 
two cases especially the actor is likely to be caught off guard through his 
anticipation of the change (which he knows is coming, though the character 
does not) and to neglect the following-through. 

For example, in the last moments of The School for Scandal, Sir Peter 
Teazle says, “And may you live as happy as Lady Teazle and I intend 
to do.” Spoken as punctuated, the line is conventional, and has no par- 
ticular comedy value. But if Sir Peter follows through on “Lady Teazle 
and I” as if the thought were complete m his mind and ought to have a 
period after it, and then adds the last three words as a hurried afterthought 
to ward off the reaction of amusement which he suddenly sees coming, 
he not only gets a laugh — ^he gets two laughs crowded into one. Whether 
Sheridan so intended it I cannot say, though his making Sir Peter add the 
last three words at all shows a lively consciousness of the fact that the 
couple had not lived very happily up to that moment. In any case our 
broken reading is good comedy, and it is in no sense cheap or insincere 
because it is more imaginatively true to Sir Peter’s character and to the 
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mood and spirit of the play than the duller reading which throws the laugh 
away. 

There is one type of comedy in which the following-through technique 
is particularly essential. That is the t37pe which rests upon our amused ob- 
servation of what happens to characters who are themselves never in- 
tentionally funny, but react sincerely (with an allowable measure of exag- 
geration) to their experiences, no matter how preposterous. There are 
elements of this type in most of the best comedy. There are m^y examples 
of it — along with some unfortunate lapses — in You CanH Take It With You; 
enough, perhaps, to explain its Pulitzer Prize. The Russians, in their some- 
what infrequent experiments with comedy, have given us some excellent 
examples, and the finest one I know of is Gogol’s The Inspector-General. 
In scene after scene of that delightful comedy the humor stems from the 
fact that each character is following his own thoughts through with great 
intensity and many resulting incongruities; and at the final curtmn — ^per- 
haps the funniest final curtain in all theatre history — each character falls 
into an attitude which expresses the concentrated distillation of his state 
of mind, and holds it till the curtain is down. At least that is what Gogol 
wanted, and asked for in a careful written statement; he begged and 
pleaded with the actors to think out their attitudes and hold them without 
wavering until the curtain was down, and after the first performance he 
tore his hair at their failure to follow through. 

Whatever the type of line or situation, the actor should think of follow- 
ing-through, not as a device of cheap trickery to force a laugh unfairly 
or insincerely, but as a reasonable and necessary form of insurance against 
the blight of obscurity or dullness. Good comedy is a delicate thing, the 
least mismanagement of which destroys half the pleasure of watching it; 
and much of the very best comedy is ruined in performance by the inex- 
perienced actor’s failure to follow through. 

Good projection also includes sufficient heightening of voice and manner, 
and sufficient darification through selection md emphasis to overcome the 
difficulties of space and distance; but enough attention has already been 
given to those points. 


The Sense oe Timing 

A good sense of timing might conceivably be thought of as part of a good 
sense of projection. Good timing is certainly an important part of follow- 
ing-through, as in the case of Sir Peter’s line already dted. If he hurries ,on 
to the afterthought just a mite too quickly he spoils the follow-through 
and the audience misses the point; whereas if he delays a fraction of a 
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second too long the audience beats him to the first laugh, killing the after- 
thought and the better laugh that should come with it. Bad timing could 
ruin any one of the examples given in the last few pages. 

Just what constitutes good timing one would hardly dare say. Mark 
Twain, in his interesting essay on how to tell a humorous story, says that 
everything depends on the skillful use of the pause, especially the fingl 
pause just before the denouement. But there are many kinds of pauses, 
and many subtle variations of tempo besides actual pauses; and the endless 
variations of plot, situation, character, and action on the stage make the 
actor’s problem of timing much more complex than the storyteller’s. No 
simple formula, no set of formulas, could possibly cover it. In one line a 
comedian gets a happily comic effect by hurrying the tempo; in another by 
slowing it down. In one case a skillfully managed pause brings out a hu- 
morous meaning; in another a similar type of pause seems to kill the humor 
entirely. In some cases the timing must give the audience an opportunity 
to laugh; in others it must deny that opportunity while the player hurries 
his lines, keeping one jump ahead of the laugh until the audience nearly 
chokes with pent-up mirth. For the true comedian every humorous line 
is a new problem in timing. 

In general it may be said that more good lines, both comic and serious, 
are made ineffective by timing that is too rapid than by timing that is too 
slow. 

True, if one thinks of the rapid-fire pace maintained by some of our 
high-pressure funny men, that statement may seem like a strange one. But 
there is a practical reason for the present cult of mile-a-minute wisecrack- 
ing. Humor that is ground out to order, “Monday through Friday," 
mainly by disguising warmed-over jokes in new slang or fresh distortions 
of voice or language, has to be rattled off fast so that the listener will laugh 
before he has time to think; otherwise he will discover the staleness, or the 
strain, and realize that the stuff isn’t very funny after all. Fast ti-ming is 
the only effective camouflage for moronic humor, and never in the history 
of the world has there been such a deluge of moronic humor as we have at 
present. 

In real comedy, however, where the humor has some degree of subtlety 
or profundity, even perhaps of originality, the actor can usually achieve a 
richer, fuller enjoyment for himself and his audience by taking enough time 
to “suck the juice out of it," so to speak. Comedy will always call for a 
faster average pace than tragedy, and certain scenes — ^like some of those 
in The Inspector General — ^will call for an exceptionally rapid pace. Never- 
theless, the biographies of successful actors, both comic and tragic, cite 
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many examples of good effects achieved hy taking plenty of time and refus- 
ing to be hurried into blurred or meaningless utterance. 

This does not mean that the average pace should be slow; still less that 
it should be uniform. Indeed, it is just as important to speed up the sub- 
ordinate and non-critical passages — the passages that present no subtleties 
or chances of misunderstanding — as it is to bring out the full values of the 
essential passages. Nothing kills the comedy spirit more effectively than 
unnecessary “dragging.” Good timing, therefore, means taking enough 
time to clarify meanings, point up imagination, and allow for the full im- 
pact of wit and humor; but it does not mean wasting so much as a fraction 
of a second. Good timing is always varied t imin g, partly because variety 
is pleasing in itself and an aid to lively attention, and partly because varied 
timing is the best means of heightening contrast and revealing incon- 
gruities. A delicate sense of timing and a sharp sense of contrast are closely 
related indeed. 

If the young actor does not have a naturally accurate sense of ti-ming — 
as most do not — there is only one thing for him to do. That is to train it by 
experiment. Taking each comedy line or situation as a special study, he 
must try it out with every conceivable variation of tempo. He must try 
it fast, and try it slow; try it with slow start and rapid finish, and with the 
reverse; try it without pauses, and with; try pausing just before the main 
point, and just after it. If he can arrange to record his experiments and 
play them back for study, so much the better; but he must not be trapped 
into the comnion error of listening only to his own words and inflections, 
and not to his meanings. In other words, he must not get so interested in 
the mechanics of expression as to forget that they are only the means, not 
the beginning and not the end. Important as timing is, he must realize 
that it cannot be completely isolated, even for study, but must be con- 
sidered in its relation to all other elements of expression — ^pitch, force, 
timbre, and so on. And he must understand that the problem of timing is a 
problem in the coordination of voice, gesture, facial expression, pantomimic 
action, movement, and every other conceivable element of expression; it 
is not a problem in vocal expression alone. 

A slowly timed movement accompanied by a rapidly timed line may pro- 
duce an effect of incongruity quite appropriate to certain comic situations; 
a rapid movement accompanied by a slow line may be equally comic, but 
convey an entirely different meaning. Hapid timing on a low pitch is very 
different in effect from rapid timing on a hi^ pit^. A pause in line just 
before a movement may suggest a shade of meaning quite unlike that sug- 
gested by a movement just before the pause. A bit of timing that is just 
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right on a line spoken straight front may be all wrong if the line is spoken 
on a turn to right or left. The permutations are endless. 

Does that mean that they are hopeless? That the young actor should 
give up all attempt to study them, and rely on sheer luck, or genius, or 
that mysterious thing that lazy people call “inspiration”? It certainly 
does not. 

It does mean that he should realize from the first the enormous com- 
plexity of good comedy technique, and accept the fact that it cannot be 
coldly and scientifically S3mthesized. He should make no attempt to reduce 
it to a set of rigid rules. But there is no reason why he should not study it 
with care and curiosity, in the effort to discover the causal relationships 
involved as an aid to intelligent self-criticism. The more knowledge he 
accumulates about why this piece of timing was effective and why that 
one was not, the less frequently he will get into trouble through bad timing. 
The emp h a s is must be on the “why,” however — ^not just the “what.” 
After all, though the possible variations in technique are infinite, the rea- 
sons for success or failure are not nearly so numerous, and most of them 
can be learned through alert observation and experience. 

Some of the most difficult and interesting problems of timing, especially 
in comedy, are to be found in scenes that have very few lines, or none at all. 

Such scenes, when logically appropriate to the action, well conceived 
and well acted, furijish some of the most delightful moments in comedy. 
One reason for this is the fact that the eye is generally quicker and sharper 
than the ear, so that most people can grasp visible humor better than 
humor conveyed in words. But there is another and perhaps more impor- 
tant reason. When the actor conveys the humor in words everybody sub- 
consciously feels that it is the author and the actor who are being clever, 
not the audience; whereas, when no words are spoken and the humor is 
perceived in the physical attitudes, actions, and facial expressions of the 
actor, each observer somehow feels that he has detected it for himself, 
through his own superior discernment and cleverness — a very pleasant 
and harmless form of egotism which most people enjoy enormously without 
quite understanding why. There may be a touch of vanity in it, but it is 
pretty closely related to the creative impulse which makes us all want to 
share imaginatively in the work of the artist, and thus makes the living 
theatre a more vital group art than the movies can ever be. Small wonder 
that those scenes which give it free play have a special kind of effectiveness 
with audiences. 

If examples are needed, consider the opening scene of The Professor’s 
Love Story, by J. M. Barrie, in which the professor sits at his desk for nearly 
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five minutes without uttering a word, yet tells us most amusingly by his 
actions that he is in love and does not know what is the matter with him; 
or the scene in Fagan’s And, So To Bed in which King Charles, discovering 
a flageolet in his lady-love’s apartment, realizes that Mr. Pepys must be 
there, looks suspiciously at the vdndow drapes, the bedroom door, and 
other possible hiding places, and finally spots the chest in which the au- 
dience knows that Mr. Pepys is hiding; or the scene in The 'High Road in 
which Lord Trench, having voiced his disapproval of cocktails and in- 
dignantly refused one, silently watches Lady Minster enjoying hers, and 
slowly yields to the temptation to try one himself; or the scene m You 
Can’t Take It With You in which the Kirby family, arriving for dinner on 
the wrong night, stand frozen in the doorway at the amazing tableau that 
confronts them ; or the scene in the same play in which Grandpa Vanderhof , 
about to start a game of darts, is suddenly tempted by a choice of targets; 
or the final scene already referred to in The Inspector-General. 

In the latter scene (as in all curtain scenes) the timing is largely in the 
hands of the prompter and curtain puller, though the Gendarme does have 
a responsibility in timing his entrance, announcement, and exit, and 
Karobkina has a very critical responsibility in timing her little giggle, 
which is the signal for the shift from one tableau to the other. In the re- 
maining examples the timing is almost entirely in the hands of the actors, 
subject, of course, to the director’s instructions. In You Can*t Take It 
With You, the entrance of the Kirbys stops the show, and nobody has much 
control over the timing until the audience quiets down enough for the 
actors to proceed; their worst difficulty is to retain their composure through 
the long laugh, and to resist the temptatioii to resume their lines in too 
much of a hurry. Those who have actions to perform rather than lines can 
resume a little sooner, since people can still see, even when they are laugh- 
ing too hard to hear anything. A wise director will not let this sort of in- 
terruption last too long, for an audience that has laughed itself out feels 
let down and is less responsive thereafter. He will probably suggest that 
the actors resume speaking the instant they feel that the peak of the laugh 
has been passed (or even sooner, if the laugh is unreasonably long) moving 
their lips or faking lines, if necessary, until they can make the correct lines 
heard. 

The four other examples mentioned all involve difficult problems of 
timing for the individual actor. In each case the most obvious difficulty 
is the temptation which all actors feel to distrust themselves in silent scenes 
and hurry on to the spoken lines. The inexperienced actor feels it most 
acutely, of course; he feels it with particular embarrassment at rehearsals, 
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when there is no audience out front to give him even a silent reaction, and 
the few people present, if listening at all, are impatient to get ahead with 
tTi pir own scenes. If the director tells him to take his time and play the 
scen e for its full comedy value, he is likely to protest that he cannot feel 
the timing with no audience there to respond, but “will be all right when 
the audience is in.” If the director still insists that he do the best he can, 
he is apt to study the timing mechanically, never quite believing in it; 
and in the end he may have to study it all over again when the audience 
is really in. So much emphasis in rehearsals is necessarily concentrated on 
learning lines and taking up cues promptly, that the actor feels rather 
guilty if he consumes any appreciable time without speaking. He has a 
horrible fear that if he does so in performance the people out front will 
thinlc he has forgotten his lines, and begin to laugh at him instead of with 
him- If he is an actor of some experience he may have the even more hor- 
rible fear that the prompter will think so too, and begin throwing lines at 
him prematurely — ^which is about as disconcerting as anything that can 
happen to an actor. If he is a thoroughly experienced comedian he may 
conquer these fears, but will be aware of another danger not so obvious to 
the beginner: the danger that a.too-zealous effort to hold the audience with- 
out lines will tempt him into overacting. 

In the delightful opening scene of Barrie’s worst play, the Professor 
tries to write, but his mind wanders. So do his eyes — toward an empty 
chair at a typewriter desk nearby. He gazes dreamily at it for a time, re- 
calls himself with a start, and resumes his writing. But the pen seems to 
drag, stalls again, and the dreamy look comes back. He tries to shake it 
off, looks puzzled and distressed about himself, remembers his pills, and 
gets a pillbox out of the drawer of his desk. Absent-mindedly lodging his 
pen over his ear, he reaches for a glass of water, swallows a pill, and me- 
thodically washes it down. Again he tries to resume his writing, but cannot 
find his pen; he makes a patient search for it all over the desk and on the 
floor, looks completely baffled, and finally gets another one from the 
drawer. He dips it in the water instead of the ink and tries to write, blames 
the trouble on the pen and gets out a new one. He dips this one in the ink 
and then stares into space for the inspiration that does not come. His eye 
falls on the pillbox, then shifts to the clock, and again he is puzzled; has 
he taken that overdue pill or not? He decides not, and takes another. And 
so it goes, for as long as the actor can sustain it successfully and the au- 
dience can take it. It must be over thirty years since I saw George Arliss 
do that scene, and I have neither seen nor read the play since; I remember 
nothing about the rest of the play except its general inferiority and that 
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awful wheatfield scene (one of the worst ever written by a master hand) 
yet the opening scene has remained vividly in my recollection as one of the 
most appealing bits of comedy I have ever seen. 

Obviously the actor who distrusts himself in such a scene is under great 
teniptation to rush the timing; but if he does, he will falsify both the diar- 
acter and the situation. The Professor is not in a hurry. To sus^in the 
scene, the actor must, of course, be intelligible; his silences must have 
meaning, and they can only have meaning for the audience if they have 
meaning for him — ^vivid, imaginative meaning. So long as his sUent busi- 
ness is clear, amusing, varied, and well timed, the audience will take a 
surprising amount of it without impatience. But even after he has learned 
to take his time, he is still under a constant temptation to overplay the 
business in the fear that it may not be clear enough. He is very apt to make 
the dreamy look too dreamy, the start too violent, the worried look too in- 
tense, and the search for the pen too frantic; he is apt to take eight pills 
instead of two or three, or lose five pens instead of one or two. In that case 
the scene will go sour; but it will not be the fault of slow timing. 

In the cocktail scene of Tite High Road, Lord Trench, having previously 
established his character as that of a charmingly cantankerous old Tory, 
scolds his cousin Lady Minster — ^his hostess — ^for offering him the indignity 
of a cocktail. It is not that he is an abstainer; rather, he belongs to the age 
of port and brandy, and resents such upstart modernism. While he is still 
scolding, the butler arrives with the drinks, offering them first to Lady 
Minster, who takes one, and then to Lord Trench, who frowns suspiciously 
and says, “What’s that?” “That, milord,” says the butler, “is a guUet 
washer.” Lord Trench waves him away with a pained expression, while 
Lady Minster explains that she really meant him to try a side car. The 
butler apologizes and departs, leaving the drink and the shaker on the 
table; Lady Minster sips her drink with evident enjoyment, while Lord 
Trench turns away and paces the floor in annoyance, casting occasional 
glances at her, and feeling increasingly sorry for himself. She catches his 
eye, holds up her glass, and says, “It’s lovely I Good luck, darling!” and 
takes another sip. He snorts and turns away, but in a moment he is edging 
toward the table, while she pretends not to see him. After some vacillation 
he goes so far as to pick up the cocktail and smell it, very much as one 
might smell a can of fish to see if it had spoiled. He starts to put it down, 
but evidently it does not smell as bad as he expected, and he hesitates. 
It is the psychological moment, and Lady Minster — this time without even 
catching his eye — says, “Go on, drink it. It won’t hurt you.” He glares 
at her, but she isn’t looking at him. Again he hesitates, then takes a little 
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sip, and studies the taste, witli one disapproving eye still on her. She looks 
up with a smile and says “Well?” For a few seconds he does not answer 
then says, “Not bad!”, and smells the thing again. Judicially he takes an- 
other sip, contemplates it, says, “No, not bad!” and drmks, the rest down' 
“So that’s a gullet washer 1” he says; and she replies sweetly, ‘,‘Yes, dear 
He sets the glass down, looks thoughtfully at it, and repeats, “So that’s a 
gullet washer I” He pauses a second, looks severely at her, and says “ Short 
drink!” ’ 


If the timing and contrasts have been right, that line turns the chuckles 
and titters into a joyful shout of laughter from the audience. 

There is much more to the scene, in the course of which Lord Trench has 
two more gullet washers, becomes unexpectedly affable, and finahy goes 
out carrying a fourth one carefully concealed under the flap of his coat 
But I have given enough to illustrate the timing problem, and a great deal 
more indication of the timing than will be found in the text. 

In this scene the temptation to hurry on to each line before getting the 
most out of the intervening business is felt even more strongly bv Ladv 
Mmster than by Lord Trench; her waits are every bit as important as his, 
but because she is not the one who “carries” the scene it is harder for her 
to fed the timmg— especially in the rehearsals. It is particularly impor- 
tant that she shall not say, “Go on, drink it!” until he has actually pideed 
up the cocktail and sniffed at it; and that she shall not say, “Well?” until 
^ter he has actually tasted it. She must be careful, also, to sip her own 
^k slowly, Jowmg ^joyment and making it last; otherwise she will 
be left with nothing to do before Lord Trench has had time to work up his 
busmess of being tempted. ^ 

Having just denounced 

co^tails and refused one, he cannot very wdl change his mind at once; he 
must taie time to be convincing. For an appredable period after his refusal 
he must give no hmt of the slightest intention to change his mind - yet he 
the deky to the point of boring ns. TOen he it uX 
to waver, it must seem to come about acddentally-not because he waits 

^Son f h- ® with the merest 

S Te ^ the audience 

nf watching), quickly rejectmg it, and turning away in an- 

noyance at his own weakness. He must have quite a battle with hims^ 

aldTon*^ H ™ style and tempo, 

intentSiIirTH repetition. So drastic a reversafof 

intention could not be made convincing at all but for the fact that we al- 
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ready know Lord Trench, and realize that he has got himself into difficulty 
by declining a drink at the very moment when — b eing Lord Trench— he 
most needs one. The timing of the whole scene may be based on that. 

It may occur to the reader that all these examples are exceptional, and 
that the young actor may never have to play a professor in love or an 
English gentleman who has refused a drink. Granted. But if he ever ex- 
pects to be a comedian he will have to play many scenes that depend 
more upon well-timed actions than upon lines; many scenes in whidi he 
will have to convey, through action and facial expression, amusiTig truths 
about a character which that character does not himself realize; many 
scenes in which a character is seen arguing silently with himself and losing 
the argument; many scenes in which the words say one thing but the tim- 
ing and the action' say another. Constant study of such scenes brings re- 
sourcefulness and sureness of touch, in timing as in other things. It rails 
attention to principles that can be applied in hundreds of other cases; prin- 
ciples often absurdly elementary in themselves, yet commonly overlooked 
— such principles, perhaps, as the following; 

1. Take time enough to be imaginatively intelligible and convincing, 

2. Do not take time enough to drag tlie action or bore the audience. 

3. Vary the timing, to sustain interest and bring out contrast. 

4. Do not vary it so pointlessly or so suddenly as to confuse the mind or 
strain the attention. 

5. Avoid timing that cuts off a laugh, unless a better laugh is right on its 
heels, and the two can be built up into a double-decker. 

6. Avoid timing that obviously waits for a laugh. 

7. Give the observer time to use his own intelligence in seeing the point. 

8. Do not hold him back, once he has seen it. 

9. Take time to think the character’s thoughts, and follow them through. 

10. Do not take time to falter over them, muddle them, or add extraneous 
thoughts of your own; do no woolgathering unless it is the character’s. 

11. Remember that timing is teamwork, except when the actor is alone on 
the stage; and sometimes even then, since it may involve cues for entrances, 
offstage effects, and so on. 

12. Remember that all timing is relative; that what may be too fast for Act 
I may be too slow for Act III; that what is too fast at the beginning of an act 
may be too slow at the end; and that what is right for one audience may be too 
fast or too slow for another. 

And that brings us to the final point about timing, namely, that in the 
end success or failure is not measured by theory or principle, but by re- 
sults — that is, by audience response. 
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_ Here is another reason for really acting at rehearsals, not just savinir 
lines; another reason for inviting a few new listeners to rehearsals now ^ 
then, to test audience response; another reason why Broadway nrodiirpr= 
send a play to the “dog” towns for a couple of weeks before the New Vort 
opening. The most skillful and experienced comedian, rehearsing in an 
^pty theatre, can never be quite certain whether his timing is eLtive 
He can make a good guess, and he can be alert to modify his timing when 
performances begin; but if he has had no audience at rehearsals he wiU meS 
many sunrises on opening night, and on several successive nights also 
and will have to make many adjustments. ’ 

^ ^ ^^ve to make minor readjustments almost 

nightly. “How are they? They sound dead,” an actor waiting in the^n' 
may say to a conarade just coming off stage. The reply may be, “Slow L 
the uptake, but^ey 11 laugh if you give them time.” Or it may be, “Quick 
on ^the uptake but hght. You can hardly hear them, but they’re getSg 

rushmg them and they didn’t even snicker. I waited for them and 

out of that gang! How to gauge each audience is the actor’s constant 
concern, and a large part of the problem Ues m the timing. 

My old friend who so greatly admired the imaginative power of Sir 
Hmry Irving also told me of a slip in timing made by that actor in tt 
trial scene of The Merchant of Venice. “In this same scene,” he wrote “I 
once saw Irving make a miscalculation. Gratiano had made l^ sL? 
^ack about wishing his wife was in Heaven, if, Antonio iS^ht etapTthe 

toTolbw ‘ who had one of the bee? lines 

Mvered the line jnst a 

iZh^f .1“ soon when the people had not recovered from theii tot 

oth!r ’ ^ a trickle of laughter On 

ther nights he waited properly, and the line made its expected big hit” 

The Sense op Conteast 

sh^^LisTS contost^vW^l H ^ incongruity, it follows that a 

Incongruity is the ront comedian to convey humorous effects. 

betweeXw have been; 

of order and what is 

dull minds- it is the , always obvious, especially to 

things from a to-to see 

ening the contrasts. There i^urptSttonT 

0 pomt m his trymg to force humor out of 
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material that is essentially dull; but there is a good deal of point in his 
discovering hidden incongruities that really exist but have escaped the 
less observing. That, I think, is what is generally meant by the statement 
that the best humor is manner rather than matter. 

Many of the incongruities written into comedies by witty authors are 
lost by poor actors through lack of the sense of contrast to bring them out. 
An author, working slowly and carefully over a humorous passage, sees 
the contrasts clearly in his own mind, and hopes he has made them clear 
in his words. A reader, reading the same passage at leisure, with freedom to 
choose his own pace and to reread when necessary, can usually figure out 
the humorous intent, on the second or third reading, if not the first. But 
people in a theatre cannot regulate the actor’s pace to suit tlipir own in- 
telligence, and they cannot ask him to stop and repeat when they Tniaa the 
point. If he fails to bring out, through adequate contrasts, the full value 
of the humor, they will either miss it altogether or get it in a washed-out, 
lukewarm version, comparable with a black-and-white photograph of a 
colorful painting. 

Of the two catastrophes, the latter is really the more serious. When an 
actor muffs a point completely, nearly everybody realizes the fact and 
blames the bad acting; but when he gives us the washed-out, lukewarm 
kind of thing we are likely to get just enough of the meaning to suppose that 
we have got it aU, and to misjudge the play entirely. Much fine theatre, 
both serious and comic, is lost that way, and thousands of people are misled 
into supposing they have seen the best when they have seen something less 
than that. Like those who think they have seen great paintings because 
they have seen the colorless photographs, or those who think they have 
read Shakespeare because they have read Lamb’s Tales from Shakespeare, 
they never know what they have missed. 

To put it simply, the actor with a sharp sense of contrast does not miss 
very much himself, and so does not permit his audience to miss very much. 
He gives them the picture in fuU color. 

To take another example from The School for Scand-alf Sir Peter’s first 
and most famous soliloquy begins: 

sm PETER. When an old bachelor marries a young wife, what is he to expect? 

’Tis now six months since Lady Teazle made me the happiest of men, and I 

have been the most miserable dog ever since I . . , 

This is direct exposition, spoken communicatively to the audience, the 
character stepping out of the play, but not the actor out of character. It 

^ For a detailed study of the comic effects in that play, see “A Laugh Analysis of The School 
for Scandal,” Quarterly Journal of Speech, November, 1930. 
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is, of course, a priceless bit of tumor, and an audience will smile or chuckle 
at it if it is spoken with ordinary intelligibility, even with no particular 
change of tone or pace. But if its full comic impact is to be felt, the actor 
must Trta.1rf» the most of the contrasts. Having just entered, he may speak 
the first sentence to the audience with a nervous glance off stage, a tone of 
exasperation, and a rueful expression suggesting that he has just retreated 
in disorder from a quarrel with his lady. Then, after a slight brealc, seem- 
ing to feel that having said so much to the audience he owes them further 
explanation, he may take a step forward, and begin his next sentence in an 
expository tone. As he reaches the phrase "happiest of men” he may 
brighten up a little in tune with that phrase (for in spite of all, he does love 
the lady) ; then, with a sudden catch of breath, a fall of count^ance, and a 
quick deflation of manner, he may turn away sheepishly on the words “and 
I’ve been the most miserable dog ever since!” The sharp contrast in facial 
expression, tone, and tempo will bring out the humor as good seasoning 
brings out the taste of good food. 

There are numerous opportunities for similar contrasts in the later parts 
of this soliloquy, as on the words “Yet I chose with caution . . . or 
the words “I doubt I love her . . . ,” or, “However, I’ll never be weak 
enough to own itl”; also in Sir Peter’s later soliloquy at the end of the 
second quarreh scene, when he watches Lady Teazle’s exit and then ex- 
plodes into the following passage: 

SIR PEIER. Plagues and tortures! Can^t I make her angry either! Oh, I am the 

most miserable fellow! But I’ll not bear her presuming to keep her temper: 

not she may break my heart, but she shan’t keep her temper I {Exit. Curtain) 

Here the effect is greatly enriched if Sir Peter, after saying the first eight 
words in angry annoyance, breaks suddenly on the second syllable of the 
ninth word (“either”), wilts completely, turns away, saying “Oh, I am 
the most miserable fellow!” in a tone of crushed futility, and then breaks 
again into an even more violent tone as he hurls the rest of the speech at 
the audience and storms angrily off. 

It is extremely important to understand that such contrasts, though I 
have recorded .them in terms of counted words, are not to be studied in such 
terms originally. They are to be felt out in terms of mood and manner; 
they are to be discovered through imaginative study of character. The 
point is not that there should be contrasts, but that they should be the 
right ones, soundly and honestly humorous. In these same passages there 
is danger of another and totally mistaken kind of contrast, very commonly 
indulged in by third-rate actors. I refer to the mechanical contrast achieved 
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by pounding words. The good Sir Peter will contrast imaginatively the 
feeling of being “the happiest of mai” with the feeling of being “the most 
miserable dog.” The poor one will contrast the word “men” with the word 
“dog,” and get only a false, artificial emphasis, without real humor. In a 
similar way he will contrast the word “love” with the word “bear,” and 
fail to contrast Sir Peter’s sheepish feeling in acknowledging that he loves 
his wife with his baf&ed irritation on the words “or I should never bear all 
this!” Listen to inferior actors trying to play comedy an3rwhere, and you 
will hear them pounding rhetorical contrasts right and left, but rntRsing 
opportunities to bring out contrasts in imagined feelings and changing 
moods. 

Reference has been made earlier in this book to “the illusion of the first 
time.” Contrasts in imagined mood and feeling help enormously to pre- 
serve this illusion, while mechanical or rhetorical contrasts in word em- 
phasis have precisely the opposite effect. Rhetorical contrast is, in fact, 
one of the surest ways of destroying the illusion of the first time, because 
it keeps reminding the listener that the actor has memorized the words in 
advance, and has his attention focused on them rather than on the char- 
acter’s feelings. When studying to achieve humorous contrasts, therefore, 
the actor should ask himself, not “Which words shall I contrast? Which 
should go up in pitch? Which down? Which should be strong, and which 
weak?”, but rather, “What mood does this passage suggest? When does 
it change, and how? How would a character who felt that way sound, and 
how would his voice and maimer change when his mood changes?” If he 
can answer these questions, and others like them, imaginatively — and if 
the playwright has done a good job — ^he is quite likely to achieve the il- 
lusion of the first time. 

Sir Peter Teazle’s contrasts are largely quick changes from one mood to 
another. The' character of Mrs. Candour, in the same play, illustrates a 
different sort of contrast, rather more difficult to bring out. It is a contrast 
between what she says and what she does. In her first gossip scene she 
retails five choice bits of scandal, each followed by a virtuous deprecation 
of those who spread scandal; the series ends with the words, “But do you 
think I would report such things? No, no! Tale bearers, as I have said be- 
fore, are just as bad as tale makers.” An inexperienced actress is apt to 
gush through both sets of lines, contrasting only the pitch and tempo, 
but not the mental attitude, and giving the impression that the character 
sees through her own duplicity and rather expects everybody else to do so; 
the result is the rather mild, somewhat resentful amusement we feel at 
hypocrisy, but no lively mirth. The real comedienne will perceive the deh- 
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cate contrast between the imagined mentality of the incorrigible gossip 
and that of her alter ego, whose protestations of innocence are so effusive 
that they almost convince herself; and she will bring out the contrasts 
by spea^g the protestations as if she expected them to be believed. The 
result will be a crescendo of appreciation, mounting through five degrees 
of response, from a chuckle to a hearty laugh. I have seen it happen. The 
first method conveys only artificial, rhetorical humor; the second conveys 
a more b um an and penetrating kind of humor, and raises the scene to a 
liigTiPr level of art. The difference is all in the depth and subtlety of the 
contrasts. 

If an easier and more obvious example is wanted, it may be found within 
one of Mrs. Candour’s lines — the one ending, “But Lord! there’s no mind- 
ing what one hears; though to be sure I had this from very good authority!” 
Even a second-rate actress should see that a sharp contrast is called for 
at the semicolon, expressed, probably, in a quick change to a lower pitch 
and volume, a faster tempo, and a more breathy quality of voice, suggestive 
of a more confidential attitude. 

The dose association between timing and contrast has already been em- 
phasized. It is well illustrated in the cocktail scene from The High Road. 
When Lord Trench, after tasting the drink, says “Not bad !”, the humorous 
effect is enormously heightened, first by the delayed timing, and second 
by just the right contrast between his words and his facial expression. A 
thoughtless actor would be apt to do the obvious thing: he would taste the 
drink, brighten up with a surprised smile, and say “Not bad!” That would 
be crude farce, untrue to the character. The competent comedian will de- 
lay his answer a few seconds after Lady Minster says “Well?”, to increase 
the tension, maintaining his self-righteous expression and casting a de- 
fensive sidelong glance at her before answering; just as he says “Not bad!” 
he will avert his eyes from her with a slight scowl on his face, and only the 
slightest suggestion of a twinkle in his eye. His expression leads us to 
expect a disapproving answer, and when the answer belies the expression 
we enjoy the incongruity hugely, recognizing at once that it is genuinely 
humorous and sincerely true to Lord Trench’s character. Of course he will 
relax a little on the next speech or two, but only a little ; he will retain some 
of the defensive attitude, and will adopt a tone slightly approaching in- 
dignant accusation on the words “Short drink!” The contrast between that 
tone and the prophetic implication of the words is highly amusing. After 
the second "gullet washer” he can begin to thaw out a little more rapidly, 
but even then the contrasts must be subtle rather than crude. 

One of the most difficult types of comedy is that in which a humorless 
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character serves a humorous purpose. It is difficult because the actor must 
contrast two interpretations of the same event or situation — the author’s 
and the character’s. The author finds it amusing, and hopes that the actor 
and the audience will see the humor; but the character sees nothing funny 
about it. That deprives the actor of some of the usual means of conveying 
humor. He must be extremely careful not to spoil the integrity of his char- 
acterization by any overt signs of his own amusement, so he cannot make 
his contrast directly between his own interpretation and the character’s; 
he must do it by more subtle implication. One way of doing it was suggested 
in an earlier chapter; that is, by exaggeration. By making the character 
seem even more lacking in humor than is quite believable in real life, he 
places the latter in contrast, not vdth himself, but with a normal expecta- 
tion. The best efiects, however, are achieved by teamwork, in whidi two 
or more actors heighten the contrast between humorless and humorous 
characters by exaggeration in opposite directions, and by playing up the 
reaction of each to the other. 

Shakespeare loved to contrast humorless and humorous characters; there 
are many examples in The Taming of the Shrew, Twelfth Night, The Merry 
Wives of Windsor — even in Eamlet, where the tragic protagonist has an 
unmistakable sense of humor, but his sententious would-be father-in-law 
has none. One of the most interesting cases may be found in A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream, where Egeus, the father of Hermia, is one of the most 
humorless characters ever drawn. He is an irate, sputtering, ineSective 
old man, so ridiculously unable to control his own daughter (in an age 
when that was supposed to be unusual) that he has to drag her before the 
duke and beg for help — a procedure that would be impossible for anybody 
with the capacity to laugh at himself. No actor can play Egeus efiectively 
unless he himself has a good comedy sense; but he must give no hint that 
Egeus sees anything fuimy about anything. A good Egeus is greatly aided 
by a good Lysander, a good Hermia, and particularly a good Theseus; 
though it is unfortunately quite unusual to see either Egeus or Theseus 
well played. The reason, of course, is that this play provides so many longer 
and more obvious comedy parts for the first and second leads, the eccentric 
comedian, the first and second old men, and a couple of extra character 
men, that nobody is left to play Egeus and Theseus except bit players or 
walking gentlemen. Yet these parts are extremely important in setting 
the comedy key in the opening scene; and being less obvious in their 
comedy than many others, they are more difficult to play. The necessary 
exaggeration of Egeus is hampered by the fact that most acting editions 
of the play (based on nineteenth-century prompt books) cut out some of his 
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best monosyllabic sputterings as written by Shakespeare. They may 
,be found in the First Folio, or in any authentic edition based upon it; 
the wise director will put them back, and the competent actor will make 
much of them. When the humorless Egeus that Shakespeare conceived is 
thrown into contrast with the pert humor of Flermia, the swaggering wit 
of Lysander, and the wise, tolerant, affable, yet mischievous humor of 
Theseus, the point is made. 

A similar contrast between the humorous Lysander and the humorless 
Demetrius runs aU through the play, and gives us a clue as to why Egeus 
prefers the latter as a son-in-law. The old man just cannot understand the 
mercurial bantering of Lysander, and so resents him; but he takes more 
kindly to Demetrius, in whom he sees his own kind. 

It would be possible to take almost any page of good comedy, classic 
or popular — particularly high comedy — and study out a dozen possibilities 
of humorous contrast, var)dng greatly in style, implication, and degree of 
subtlety. A great deal of practice in doing so is excellent education for 
the comedy sense, and helps the player to achieve in time a keener per- 
ception of incongruities and a greater facility in making them clear to an 
audience, with less effort and more spontaneity. But the actor should 
remember that detailed, conscious analysis, while often necessary as train- 
ing and self-discipline, is not ultimately the proper basis of creative art. 
Fie should be advised to do his intensive study on parts he does not expect 
to play, at least in the immediate future; or on parts he has already played, 
not quite to his own satisfaction; or on a part he has been rehearsing for 
some time with disappointing results. He should avoid the highly analytical 
approach to a new part which he is scheduled to play, seeking rather to 
grasp it naturally and imaginatively as a whole, at least in the early stages; 
and falling back on conscious, corrective analysis only when the more in- 
stinctive, spontaneous, creative method has failed. Even then he should 
avoid sitting in an uncreative mood and asking himself analytically, “What 
ought I to do about this?” He should get up and do it; try it this way and 
that way and the other way, note the effect on himself and others, and then 
ask himself, “Which was best, and why? What was lacking? Where did I 
go wrong? Or did I?” 


The Sense oe Restraint 

One more component of the comedy sense deserves brief mention before 
we leave the subject — ^namely, the element of restraint. 

Nearly everybody appreciates the danger of overacting — induding 
many actors who get caught at it themselves. Overacting is a common 
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fault of the inexperienced actor, but it is typically the fault of the earnest, 
eager actor — not the stupid, lazy, or indifferent one. Now and then it 
does arise from egotism or vanity (in which case it is a problem in character 
education rather than art), but more often it arises from the actor’s dis- 
trust of his own ability to be clear, or bis underestimate of audience in- 
telligence, or his bad judgment in selecting the wrong elements to receive 
the emphasis. The “pounding” so often referred to in this chapter usually 
arises from the latter cause, and is one of the worst enemies of the comedy 
sense. The remedy, as we have seen, is better study and analysis. But over- 
acting generally is a sign of underconfidence. 

The actor who himself really understands, in an alert, imaginative way, 
what the character is doing, thinking, feeling, and saying, need have little 
fear that he will not be understood by others. Audiences are amazingly keen 
at catching meanings, even when underacted, and they enjoy the compli- 
ment to their intelligence implied in underacting, or in restraint, as much 
as they dislike the insult implied in overacting. And the actor will do well 
to remember that the collective intelligence of an audience is far higher 
than the average intelligence of the individuals composing it — ^which is 
fortunate, for on occasion the individual intelligence may be pretty low. 
What happens is that the brighter, qmcker individuals catch on first, and 
by telegraphing their appreciation through collective response lead the 
slower and duller ones to see the point and join in the fun. That is one 
reason why so many people who are too feeble-minded to read books for 
themselves individually can enjoy plays or movies quite well. It is not only 
that the actors do some of their thinking for them, but that their fellow 
listeners do the rest. When the actor overacts, they are unpleasantly re^ 
minded of the fact that he is talking down to them; but when their fellow 
listeners register collective appreciation of a restrained piece of acthig, 
even the densest individuals think they have caught the point for them- 
selves, and are grateful to the actor for giving them the opportunity to be 
so bright. 

Restraint is to be desired in almost all acting, but is especially unportant 
in comedy. When a piece of tragic acting is unrestrained (short of obvious 
insincerity) we may be sufficiently moved to share the character’s emotions 
sympathetically, even though we are a little embarrassed and uncomfort- 
able about the sensationalism. But comedy is rather more objective, and 
when a comedian overacts we are more likely to catch him at it, and we 
resent his trying to make the situation seem funnier than we think it is, and 
funnier than we believe he really thinks it is. 

A good rule of restraint for the comedian is; Be sure you have discovered 
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every shade of humor in the character, the situation, the lines, and the 
action; then let the audience enjoy discovering it too. Permit them to get 
it, but never try to force it on them. 

Inherent and Extraneous Comedy 

In attempting to distinguish between high and low comedy earlier in 
this book, I mentioned the fact that high comedy is usually developed out 
of the essential incongruities inherent in the meaning of the text itself, while 
low comedy is often achieved extraneously through absurd mannerisms, 
exaggerated make-up, outlandish costumes, and the like. Whether or not 
this is an acceptable distinction between the two types, it is an important 
distinction for the comedian to keep in mind, for it often marks the dif- 
ference between good and bad comedy, as well as high and low. 

Not that I mean to condemn low comedy. There is certainly a place for 
low comedy, just as there is a place for farce. This tragic world of ours 
desperately needs the tonic effect of good hearty laughter; and low comedy, 
in the hands of good actors, is one of the most effective means of indudng 
it. I will even go so far as to say that good low comedy, informed by the 
genius of a great buffoon, may be very high art indeed. One has no need 
to be ashamed of enjoying it. Among my choicest memories of the theatre 
I coimt the low comedy performances of Wilfred Clarke as Grumio, John 
Bunny as Bottom, Maclyn Arbuckle as Old Bill (in The Better ’Ole), LeRoi 
Operti as Laimcelot Gobbo, Martyn Green as Koko, Perdue Cleaver as 
Bunthorne, and Sidney Greenstreet as Dogberry — along with the music- 
hall skits of Vesta Victoria, the screen clowning of Charlie Chaplin, and the 
inspired waggery of Balieff in the Chauve Souris. The healthy mind can 
derive keen pleasure from low comedy when it is well done, and when it 
either stands by itself, or is naturally and honestly called for by the lines — 
as it is, for example, in the last scene of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. 

But in a half-century of theatre-going I do not recall a single instance in 
which I felt that good low comedy had been spoiled by being played too 
high; on the other hand I can recall innumerable cases in which good high 
comedy was spoiled by being played too low. Time and time and time 
again I have seen a second-rate comedian take a fine high-comedy scene, 
miss all its real humor and humanity, and turn it into bad buffoonery for 
the sake of a, quick, easy laugh from an undiscriminating audience. 

For example, I once saw what was supposed to be a first-rate company 
in The School for Scandal just a few days after I had closed a production of 
the same play, so that every word and meaning was fresh in my memory. 
• In the first act alone I counted eighteen legitimate high-comedy laugh 
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lines that missed fire because the players failed to discern their real humor 
and threw the laughs away. The worst offender was the Sir Benjamin 
Backbite, who read almost every line with a complete lack of understand- 
ing, getting no humor out of it whatever, and then tacked on an effeminate 
gesture and an asinine falsetto giggle in order to force an unearned laugh. 
The audience (consisting largely of people obviously unfaTmihaT -with 
eighteenthrcentury high comedy) thought he was quite a card; but his 
performance was cheap vaudeville, with Sheridan twenty miles away. The 
Mrs. Candour got most of her laughs out of a ridiculous headdress with a 
wobbly feather, but missed the essential humor in all the contrasts de- 
scribed earlier in this chapter, and many others. Fully half the actors in the 
company, unable or unwilling to play for the inheirent high comedy, chose 
low comedy methods instead. Looking back over my old programs, I could 
cite a hundred similar cases. 

As everyone knows, there is plenty of gorgeous buffoonery in the Gilbert 
and Sullivan operas; but it is recorded that Sir William roundly berated 
an actor in the original production of The Mikado for burlesquing one of 
his scenes to the extent of rolling on the floor. “But they laughed at it,” the 
actor protested. “Of course they laughed at it,” Gilbert replied. “Anybody 
can get a laugh by falling down or throwing a pie. But it had nothmg to 
do with your lines 1” It is worth noting that the lines Gilbert wrote were — 
to use the words he himself chose in reprimanding another actor for poor 
enrmciation — “perhaps not altogether without merit.” 

What makes so many actors cheapen their art in such fashion? Some of 
them, no doubt, are just too stupid or superficial to understand high 
comedy at all, and so are forced to fall back on the more obvious devices 
of buffoonery. They know they are expected to be funny, and have no 
resources for doing so except by clowning. Others, perhaps, are too lazy to 
work out the more subtle and difficult techniques of high comedy, and 
prefer the easier methods of the clown — or rather the methods they think 
axe easier. It is. true that bad low comedy is easier than any sort of high 
comedy, but reaUy good low comedy is just as difficult as good high com- 
edy. It is always easy, as Sir William Gilbert pointed out, to get some kind 
of a laugh; but it would be well for the young comedian to ponder the 
difference between the physical laugh that comes easily and automatically, 
almost against the will, often accompanied by a touch of derision and 
followed by a touch of shamefaced resentment, and the whole-hearted, 
unashamed laugh that intelligent people give to what they honestly think 
is funny. Lazy people often fail to realize that what is easier to get may 
well be an inferior article. 
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But it is not only the stupid or lazy comedians who “play it low " Mnn,, 
who are neither simply yield to the temptation to do what they know whl 
get immediate and sure-fire results. Many just do not believe in HamlS 
advice to the players; they are perfectly willing to make the judicious 
gneve as long as they can make the unskillful laugh-even by imitating 
humanity so abommably. They know (for it is the first thing a comedL® 
learns by ^enence) that audiences will always laugh more audibly 2 
readily at physical or visible humor than at cerebral humor; that if vou 
camot make them laugh at ideas you can always “trip over the rug ^ 

_ Wledge of this psychological fact, used with judgment and restraint 
IS of ipreat service to the comedian, as it is to the writer of comedy. At the 
s^e time it IS a constant temptation to both; and used without judgment 

and restramt It IS the worst pitfall in comic acting. 

^^When a dramatist has ably conceived a piece of honest, robust low 
omedy, bearmg its proper and logical relation to the purpose of the play 
^ere is no reason why director and actor should not make the most of its 

tile dagger Snde T T Pyiamis’s busLss of fallkg with 

-to heU^edly d^ad, he haa to roi 
. ^^sbyi find it, and Thisby’s business of falling so heavilv on 

it r'“- “6h toto^dtrls 

comedy with the Ll f already unmistakably low 

the lines I feel oin’i- ^ ° amusing business honestly consistent with 

Sov d ui Shakespeare himself would have ap- 

wn bits date ba^ 

of the second item Thisby nwer doeS the^?''^ 

with the scabbard instead. dagger, and has to kill herself 

anfsublS^u" Tl^r bumor of high comedy 

-lated to the Ls, he is 
tmng very different mdeed-something that could hardly be 

as “Thisby.»^»T^b2?Md Shsiespeare apeUed it indiscriminately 
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approved by Shakespeare, Sheridan, GUbert, or any other real humorist 
The student actor, therefore, if he wishes to learn the high art of comedy 
and not merely to be a professional fool, should give heed to the kind of 
laughter he is to provoke. Let him learn, by all means, the devices of low 
comedy, and the possibilities of physical humor in its proper place. But 
let him also realize that, mental or physical, the best humor is that which 
is truly inherent in the dramatist’s purpose and consistent with the Hnpg 
of the play. And let him frequently remind himseH that, although tripping 
over the rug may make the unskillful laugh, the author’s words may be 
“perhaps not altogether without merit.” 



CHAPTER XII 


T here is a popular notion that tragic acting is a higher and more 
difficult art than comedy, calling for more physical and emotional 
endurance, a richer imagination, and a greater measure of genius. Such a 
notion is not hard to explain; there are several reasons for it. 

The first reason might be called the tradition of obligatory thanks. When 
a comedian succeeds in amusing us we feel comparatively little sense of 
obligation. We laugh, of course, and if the scene is very funny indeed we 
may break into spontaneous applause, but more to express pleasure tban 
thanks. We somehow take it for granted that the actor is having a good 
time too. But when a tragedian enacts a scene of pain and sorrow we feel 
that the poor fellow is earning his living the hard way, and that we are 
obligated to express our thanks in generous applause. The more often this 
happens, the more habitual the attitude becomes. 

A second reason is the press agent. When the press agent is promoting a 
comedy, he can tell us with enthusiasm how entertaining it is, and how we 
are going to roll in the aisles with laughter. But when he is trying to sell 
us a tragedy, and is a little afraid we shall find it too depressing, he does 
not dwell on the painful aspects; he diverts our attention with praise of 
the acting. He tells us in words of awe what a great artist the star is, how 
he has dedicated himself to his art, what a magnificent portrayal he is 
giving, and how utterly exhausted he is after each performance. If the star 
happens to be feminine, be dwells also on ber beauty or glamour, and drops 
hints about the number of great men who have been ber lovers, and the 
private tragedies that have haunted her life and enriched her genius. 

A third, and perhaps more universal reason, is the harrowing quality of 
tragedy itsdf especially for those who are seeing the particular play for 
the first time. If it is reasonably powerful and well acted, we are deeply 
moved, and experience empathically much of the sorrow and suffering 
portrayed by the actors. Watching a tragedy thus becomes something of 
^ ordeal, no matter bow much we appreciate its beauty; and if watching 
it IS harder work than watching a comedy, we naturally jump to the con- 
clusion that acting it is harder work than acting a comedy. 

146 
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Actually neither is easy, though both, to a real actor, are fun. I do not 
mean to suggest that great tragedians are not great eirtists, or not worthy 
of their hire. I merely wish to suggest that the overpowering odor of sanc- 
tity which so often surrounds great tragic acting is partly myth and partly 
bunkum; that tragic acting is not something mystic, occult, or metaphysical 
—not a matter of inspired insanity or ecstatic self-deception. Acting is 
acting, and theatre is theatre, however the subject matter of the moment 
may range from the ridiculous to the sublime. 

Tragic acting does, of course, draw a little more heavily on some abilities 
than comedy, and not so heavily on others. As indicated in the preceding 
chapter, it usually makes less demand on technical skill, because it more 
often deals with the simple, basic emotions and conflicts of life, while 
comedy more often deals with its subtleties and complexities. On the other 
hand, tragedy makes more demand on emotional concepts and their visible 
and audible symbols. Both demand sincerity of imagination; comedy de- 
mands it largely in terms of wit, humor, and understanding, tragedy in 
terms of feeling and sympathy. Comedy centers on human follies and 
foibles, arousing such lighter emotions as amusement, exasperation, sur- 
prise, and the like; tragedy centers on human crises and crimes, arousing 
fear, grief, hatred, anger — ^what William James called “the coarser emo- 
tions.” . 

If the reader doubts the assertion that it is easier to find imtrained 
actors who can act tragedy passably than untrained actors who can act 
comedy, he may find the explanation in the universality of emotion. One 
has only to observe the news films of strike riots, of the homeless and 
hungry in Europe, of mothers watching their delinquent sons being tried 
for rape or murder, of the survivors after a train wreck, of hysterical Jews 
tr3dng to crash the Palestine blockade, of gold-star mothers receiving the 
caskets of their returning soldier dead, or of India’s Hindus and Moslems 
shouting for each others’ blood, to realize that human beings who can ex- 
press fear, grief, hatred, joy, or violent excitement are a dime a million. 
It is inevitable that some of them should be able to express such emotions 
mimetically without much special tra ining . 

One may well ask if there is not a “tragedy sense,” as important to the 
tragedian as the “comedy sense” is to the comedian. I believe that there is; 
but I do not think it is as rare as the comedy sense, nor technically as 
complicated and difficult to leam. It is more a matter of sincerity than of 
finesse. That does not mean, however, that the tragic actor is exempt from 
the necessity to learn and perfect his art. For highest achievement he will 
need just as much study and experience as the comedian; but it will be 
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concerned rather less with technique and rather more with the basic nature 
and purpose of tragic drama. 

The Nattjbe of Tkagedv 

The mere portrayal of grief, fear, hatred, and disaster does not of itself 
constitute tragedy in tlie dramatic or theatrical sense. Such things may be 
painful to contemplate, as they certainly are in the news films and news- 
papers, but they are not necessarily effective as tragic art. 

In Chapter VII the distinction between comedy, and tragedy was dis- 
cussed in terms of plot conflict. Comedy was there defined, in its broadest 
sense, as drama in which the particular interest of the protagonist triumphs 
over the universal forces or obstacles set up against him; and tragedy was 
defined as drama in which the particular interest succumbs to the universal 
forces, and the hero or heroine is overwhelmed by catastrophe. 

It is quite possible, however, to construct a plot which meets this defi- 
nition in a literal way, detailmg the struggle and defeat of a protagonist, 
and yet to suggest very little of that inner sense of tragic beauty which we 
expect in the theatre. It is equally possible to have a play which is a comedy 
in plot construction but a tragedy in feelmg, like Paul Green’s The House 
of Comellyj or to have a tra^c theme treated in a spirit of playful comedy 
or gentle satire, as in Barrie’s Dear Brutus or The Admirable Crichton. 

The actor must know how to analyze tragic action in terms of both plot 
and theme. But even beyond that he must know how to capture — or help 
capture — the curious blend, or balance, or resolution of emotions by which 
we feel simultaneously despair and resignation, horror and beauty, surprise 
and inevitability, indignation and satisfaction of poetic justice, castigation 
and exaltation. The spirit of tragedy lies much more in such things than in 
mere plot construction. Their attainment is not always possible for the 
individual actpr alone; that necessitates teamwork, not only with his 
fellow actors, but with the author and the director as well. At times it may 
necessitate his playing in a different key himself in order to furnish the 
dramatic contrast intended by the author, just as football teamwork may 
require one individual to do the blocking while another carries the ball 

It is natural that we should tliink of tragedy very much in terms of the 
protagonist, since the plot turns on his struggle and downfall; unfortu- 
nately that often leads us to think of the tragedian solely in terms of the 
star who plays the leading role. There is much ihore to tragedy than that; 
and the student actor should remember that he is likely to act many minor 
parts in tragedy, some identified with the interests of the hero and some 
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with the opposing universal forces, before he ever gets a chance to act the 
hero’s part himself. 

Basically, there are two types of tragedy: the elevating and the depress- 
ing. In my own philosophy the former is the greater and the more lastingly 
popular; but doubtless this is, at the moment, a minority opinion, for the 
second type appears to prevail in modern taste. Of course ours is not 
primarily an age of tragedy at all; our real preference is for comedy. 
History shows that such a preference is normal in those periods of pros- 
perity and extravagance in which the theatre is most highly commerdal- 
ized as entertainment. The taste for tragedy has flourished dhiefly in those 
periods when the theatre has been consecrated as a public observance of 
national or religious festivals, as in the golden age of Greece; or when a 
national art has just begun to emerge in a period of new-found security 
following turmoil, as in Elizabethan England. In an age like ours, those 
who seek mere entertainment ordinarily choose comedy; while tragedy is 
thought of mainly as a museum exhibit from the past, or as an up-to-the- 
minute vehicle for agitation, propaganda, or protest — ^in other words, as 
an instrument of sociology or politics rather than art. Tragedy so moti- 
vated is much more likely to be depressing than elevating. 

The distinction is not solely one between the relieved and the unrelieved; 
between the heroic or romantic and the stark. Macbeth) Uamlet, and Romeo 
and Juliet- axe highly romantic in spirit, richly poetic in style, and relieved 
by varying degrees of comic contrast; while the Electra of Sophocles and 
the Medea of Euripides are implacably horrific and unrelieved from start 
to finish. Yet the Greek and the Elizabethan have more in common with 
each other than either has with such modern plays as O’Neill’s Desire 
Under the Ehns, or Green’s The House of Connelly, or Steinbeck’s Of Mice 
and Men. All these — and a hundred others — are powerful plays, but they 
point down, not up. One comes away from them impressed, but not en- 
nobled. Shakespeare and Sophocles both give us that purging of the spirit 
through pity and terror which Aristotle called the essential beauty of 
tragedy; they permit us to go home with a sense of elevation, a feeling that 
we have seen life at its peak, both good and evil, and are better men or 
women for the experience. Most of the moderns give us, instead, a look 
into the sewer or the charnel house; we go home feeling degraded, not 
elevated, and a little ashamed of having busied ourselves with such dis- 
gusting aspects of the human race. 

To make a slightly more specific comparison: ElecIra.axA Hamlet h&we 
remarkably similar themes except for the sex of the protagonist. Each 
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deals with the avenging of a father’s murder on the father’s widow and 
her lover. Hamlet has variety, ebb and flow of passion, romantic color 
comic relief, memorable imagery, numerous quotable gems of thought and 
immortal poetry. Electra is inexorable, almost to the point of monotony 
it is all in one direction; there is no ebb and flow, no doubt of the outcome 
no flicker of comic relief. The one is entertaining, the other harrowing- yet 
both make us feel that we have been in the presence of great crises in the 

irf human beings. Both give us emotional 

lift. But now compare Hamlet with TAe House of Connelly We find 
another, though equally striking, similarity in these; each deals with the 
saon of a crumbling house, and his struggle to reclaim it in the face of Ms 
own weakness and vacillation. Both are ably and sincerely written. Theo- 
retically, TAe House of Comelly is rather a tragicomedy than a tragedy 
since the hero does not die but merely marries out of his class; and there is 
even a faint hmt that the new blood may in time regenerate the family. 
In total feelmg, however— -at least as I saw it acted in New York— it is 
not only tragic but profoundly dispiriting. I happened to see it at a 
matmee, and to see Hamlet in the evening of the same day; and the dif- 
ference was staggering. I came away from Hamlet deeply moved, but feel- 
mg cle^sed and regenerated. I had come away from the modern play 

feeling hornfied and contaminated. ^ ^ 

nn? comparison I intend no disparagement of Paul Green, or 

SL ^ the modem 

. aul Green is a sensitive, compassionate, deeply sincere -writer 

pmfo^dlTdtt b of southern life and tradition, but 

^0 oundly disturbed by the rotten core he sometimes finds in the apple. 

S LTd^ perturbation of spirit aSut 

ItecfonrrT «gr«ttable, paSiful, ugly 

^ t k ^ thmk they generally mean to be degrading- they 

as f n «^dly mistaken creed, 

that u ^®tter ideals, but ideals 

Shakespeares and Rm- 

to mesLmf.^T creatively, the moderns choose 

T.iTrp the surreal icst sometimes, I regret to say, uncritically. 

order in music tb ^ ^ pamtmg and the exponents of dissonance and dis- 

af L rib r. i^^vitable result of 

ffisthftic stabili^t.^ r outstripped ethical and 

psychology and waV “^fusion, wallowing in a slough of abnormal 
psycnology and waitmg for atomic destruction. 
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The actor who would achieve success in the idiom of our time must, I 
suppose, learn to wallow too. But he need not wallow all the time He may 
note the fact that both types of tragedy still draw audiences in the modem 
theatre, though only the depressing type flourishes in current writing and 
the elevating type is seen chiefly in the revival of old plays. As a matter of 
fact, there have been five or six Broadway productions of Hamlet since the 
one that ran concurrently with The House of Connelly, and as I write this 
paragraph Shakespeare’s Antony and Cleopatra and Euripides’ Medea are 
playing to full houses in New York. What this indicates for the student 
actor is plain. If he wishes to prepare for a versatile career he must learn 
how to play, or play in, both types of tragedy. He must point his tragic 
sense up, or down, as the play demands. 

Depressing Tragedy 

Apart from questions of structure and technique, the spirit of most 
modern tragedy is epentially the spirit of clinical realism. A certain meas- 
ure of exaggeration is, of course, ejected, as in all theatre, but rather less 
than in the older tragedy. In general, the author is not saying to us, “This 
is the wonderful, heroic world of the past,” or “This is the noble, mystic, 
terrifying world of the gods.” He is saying to us, “This is the sordid world 
we live in, vidth all its dirt and rottenness laid bare.” 

There is something curiously anomalous about the attitude of the typical 
modern writer. When he comes out with a particularly horrifying tale of 
insanity, promiscuity, perversion, treachery, robbery, exploitation, or 
murder, and some brash critic too newly from “the provinces” dares to ac- 
cuse him of vilifying humanity through a distorted picture of hfe, he 
almost invariably defends himself (or his admirers defend him) by saying 
that he does not mean to imply that all life is like that. “This is just a 
specific case,” he says, “based upon an actual incident in my home town. 
I don t say that everybody is a thief, or a murderer, or a homosexual per- 
vert. I only say that such things exist, and that it is the artist’s business to 
tell the truth about them.” Yet it is precisely this type of clinical realism 
which does seem to imply that our world is like that. By its very convincing- 
ness in the presentation of one case it seems to imply that there must be 
many more. In the heroic tragedies of other days there is no such impli- 
cation. We accept Electro, or Macbeth, or Medea, or King Lear as something 
colossal and unique. We know there is only one Hamlet, though he may 
be variously interpreted to us, and here and there a lesser man in a lesser 
position may exhibit some of his traits. But when we see Of Mice and Men 
we exclaim in horror, “So that’s what migratory farm laborers are likel” 
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and we begin to think of all the morons and imbeciles in our own neighbor- 
hood and wonder whether they are potential killers like Lennie. When we 
see The House of Connelly we shake our heads and say, “Isn’t it awful 
about all those decaying southern families with their mulatto servants who 
are their own half-brothers and cousins!” And when we see Desire Under 
the Elms we say, “So the New England farmers are all adulterers, tool” 
Of course the authors make no such assertions; but in the modem tragedy 
of degradation the spirit of such implication is almost universally accepted 
Where the tragic writer of the past said, “Here is something horrible as- 
tomding, exceptional!” the modern writer seems to say, “Here is some- 
thing foul, but, I assure you, quite real and usual.” 

What does all this mean to the actor? 


That depends, naturally, upon his objective. If his ultimate desire is to 
please his own soul through mastery of his art, it may mean one thing If 
his aim is merely a good salary and box-ofEce appeal on Broadway it mav 
mean another. I use the word “may” because the matter is after all ont 
of taste ^d convictions which the individual must decide for himself. He 
as a rig t to his choice, as I have to mine. Some very honest and thought- 
ul people believe that the contemplation of sewage is a finer and truer art 
an the contemplation of the gods; and the actor who feels that way may 
well please his om soul by precisely the same kind of art that is most in 
demand at the Br(ja,diray boi office. The actor who feels otherwise may 
MncmvaWy please ha^ best by refusing to act la the depressing kind of 
tr^edy, or by actmg m it only with a Httle more of the spirit of elevation 

He may not be able to get away 

th tlmt on Broadway, but it is being done quite successfully in many of 
ulSr T Again and again a non-commerid 

^Sifts' f ‘ H*' odeeadtta 

^e todwS r “ ’rtth the aid of 

I,® ““eetional and less der 

'I- Hertidpation in such a produc- 

the bit adv,7? does not wish to cast his lot with Hollywood), 

down, not up ^ conform to the mode of Broadway and play 

things ^^^^-^way, of course, is many 

uJea or an People. It frequently patronizes a Hamlet, a 

Medea, or an Antony wnd Cleopatra, not to mention such harmless thkgs 
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as a Life With Father or a D’Oyley Carte repertory of Gilbert and Sullivan; 
and it frequently refuses to support a well-meaning but confused discus- 
sion masquerading as a play, such as This Time Tomorrow. But it can 
always be relied upon to support any play that gets advertised on the 
grapevine as the most daring piece of sewer-raking yet attempted, or the 
most shocking to the people of Boston or Philadelphia. 

Not long before these words were written, a certain play destined for 
Broadway had a trial run in Philadelphia, where many of my friends saw it. 
One of them, a lifelong theatre-goer of catholic tastes, who never miggpa 
anything, good or bad, and who is not easily shocked, told me it was quite 
the nastiest thing he had ever seen on the stage— well written, but more 
offensively indecent than Tobacco Road. He added, “It will be a big hit on 
Broadway, of course!” Another friend, a sophisticated modern young lady 
studying the theatre arts quite seriously in preparation for a career on the 
stage, wrote in a critical report on the production: “The psychological 
study is sensitively done, but [the author] succumbs to boz-office sensa- 
tionalism many times. Sex is made unnecessarily predominant. The dia- 
logue and action is often crude to the point of being revolting. , , . The 
policy of shocking the customers usually pays off at the box office, but I 
feel that the^ author sacrificed finely drawn characterization for a cheap 
thrill. A third friend, a professional psychologist who has spent many 
years^in the scientific study of pornography, told me it was an obvious 
exploitation of a good basic idea in terms of unnecessary obscenity. “I see 
no excuse for it, he said, “but since it plays up two seductions, a rape, and 
a case of homosexuality, it is bound to be a sellout in New York.” The 
Saturday before it opened in New York I happened to be in the lobby of 
the theatre trying to get tickets for another play that was just closing. I 
had to stand in a long queue of people eagerly buying tickets for the new 
play, which was already sold out for six or eight weeks in advance. There 
was great excitement among them, and their remarks were most illurninat- 
ing: “I hear it’s a hot one I” . . . “They say it was censored in Providence I” 
... My cousin saw it in Philly and he says it doesn’t leave much to the 
imagination!” . . . “How do you suppose it got by in Boston?” ... “I 
hear he rapes her right on the stage!” ... and so on. Nobody seemed to 
know— or care — ^whether it was artistically a good play; but it was cer- 
tainly something you mustn’t miss! When it opened, the critics all said it 
was a good play, and some said it was a great play. The Times said it was 
the most distinguished play in several seasons, and that its phenomenal 
success was proof of New York’s good taste. Not having seen the play, I 
Venture no opinion as to its merits, but the statement that its “success” 
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was proof of New York’s good taste was sheer nonsense^ for the New York 
theatre-goers (with a few exceptions) had not yet seen it; they had merely 
bought tickets for weeks and weeks ahead on the strength of dirty rumors 
from Boston and Philadelphia. They always do. 

All this may seem like a digression, but it concerns what is after aU a 
major problem for the young actor or actress today, especially for the one 
reared far from New York but dreaming of a career in the professional 
theatre. It will inevitably affect his or her decision whether to go on with 
acting at all; whether to seek a career on Broadway or be content with 
avocational activity in a community theatre somewhere; and whether to 
conform or protest when his associates choose to play down rather than 
up. It will profoundly affect the inner spirit of his acting, especially in 
serious or tragic plays. 

If he accepts and approves the modern idea that tragic acting should 
shock, depress, and disturb, not exalt and cleanse, he will have to teach 
himself certain approaches to the study of a part quite different from those 
ordinarily required for heroic tragedy. 

First of aU he will have to accept the idea that ugliness, not beauty, is 
the aim of tragedy. Translated into terms of empathy and aesthetic dis- 
tmce, that means more empathy — especially unpleasant empathy — and 
less aesthetic distance. It means more factual realism, not necessarily with- 
out selection, but with more deliberate selection of the ugly and distressing 
elements rather than the beautiful or S3rmbolic ones. In portraying death, 
for example, he will not conform to the accepted conventions, but will feel 
perfectly free to imitate nature in any of its horrors — drooling blood, 
retching, gasping, rolling the eyeballs, twitching, screaming, or just staring 
glassily into space, as the case may be. In portraying war he will not think 
in terms of blood, sweat, and tears — ^much less of glory and unselfishness; 
he will think in terms of futility, of bratiality, of spattered brains and guts 
(what a fascinating idea for the technicians!). In portraying the relations 
between man and woman he will of course think only in terms of those be- 
havior patterns which least distinguish man from the so-called lower ani- 
mals. 

Secondly, he will have to accept a certain spirit of sadism which creeps 
into the modem type of tragedy. When a writer’s purpose is to plumb the 
depths of human degeneracy, to shock, and (perhaps) to reform, he wants 
it to hurt; and the actor will serve him best by making it hurt. It will not 
quite suffice for him to exaggerate the horror; after all, both types of 
tragedy exaggerate. To carry out the purpose of some modern writers I 
think he must actually learn to enjoy making it hurt. That is what I mean 
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by the sadism of it; and I have felt that spirit in much modern acting as 
well, as in modern pla 3 rwriting. 

Thirdly, he will have to decide in each case whether the play under 
consideration is chiefly motivated by the idea that ugliness itself is enter- 
taining, or by the author’s desire to teach a lesson or preach a sermon. 

If the former seems to be the case, he will have to learn to understand 
and share the mentality of those people who get real enjoyment out of 
visiting morgues or dissecting rooms, or collecting obscene pictures, or 
witnessing executions. He will have to learn the technique of heightening 
such pleasure by sugar-coating it with elements of picturesqueness, charm, 
or daring; and the still more subtle technique of treating shocking things 
so casually as to make them seem commonplace. This technique makes a 
pseudo-sophisticated audience feel at peace with its conscience and rather 
pleasantly blas4, and is very popular on Broadway. He will also have to 
discover the fact that the entertainment of such people is the real motiva- ' 
tion of at least some authors whose press agents proclaim that their pur- 
pose is to expose evil, or tell the truth about life, or achieve high “social 
signiflcance.” 

On the other hand, if he can satisfy himself that the play is sincerely in- 
tended to teach or preach, his problem will be somewhat different. The 
tragedy which is depressing solely because the author is trying to make 
evil look as black as possible obviously needs no sugar-coating. It may 
need the emphasis on ugliness, and it may need the sadism — though I have 
known plays with neither that still managed to exert a healthy social or 
moral influence. There is one point, however, on which the young actor 
should not allow himself to be confused: Just in proportion as a play exists 
to teach or preach it ceases to be pure art. Such purposes, as we have seen, 
are historically respectable and quite honestly in the direct line of aesthetic 
evolution, but they are much earlier in that line than pure art; and when 
what has been a pure art turns back to those purposes it is certainly turn- 
ing back— back to something more prirmtive, something culturally and 
artistically inferior, however necessary or desirable as a matter of social 
expediency. When the dramatist and the actor turn preacher, they may 
become very good preachers, but they should not expect to be thought of 
as artists, or ranked artistically with those who give themselves wholly to 
art. 

If the actor is to help the socially minded playwright teach a lesson by 
tragic example, he will do well to study the chief reasons for success or 
failure in that kind of teaching. 

Failure is likely to result from either of two quite opposite faults. One 
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is excessive exaggeration— the kind by which the contrast between gocd 
and evil is so obviously overdrawn and distorted that only a childishly 
naive mind could take it seriously. The other is excessive sugar-coatbg^ 
by which the evil to be condemned gets glamorized instead; even the most 
earnest writer is sometimes tempted into this fault by the desire to hold 
attention and make his lesson interesting. 

Success is correspondingly dependent upon just enough exaggeration to 
make the picture of evil forbiddingly impressive without making it un- 
bdievable. It is no easy matter for author, director, or actor to steer this 
critical middle course— still less for all three. The task is most critical for 
the actor, since he is the one who actually reaches the audience, and so to 
speak, has the last word. If the author wobbles a little, a good director may 
steady him; if the director slips off the course, a good actor can compensate 
for It to some degree by toning down or building up. But if the actor with 
or without the director's approval, slides off either way, the damage is 
done at least for that performance. 

In this, as in so many of the actor’s problems, it is the inner feeling and 
athtude, rather than the superficial technique, that counts. The actor who 
thinks the problem through clearly, making up his mind firmly as to just 
how much of bs purpose is didactic and how much resthetic, and then 
seeks to carry it out imaginatively and sympathetically, is quite likely to 
a^eve the right feeling and to choose the right amount of exaggeration, 
Jstorfaon, uglmess, or sadism to accomplish what the author had in mind. 

ut like the comedian working for laughs, he will have to do it a Uttle 
differently for each audience. 

' Perhaps it will help him to assume the most effective teaching attitude 
If he recaUs the fact that most human beings like to be taught but do not 

accurately that they are willing to be taught 

provided they do not catch the teacher at it. The more childlike they are, 

the more ^aggeration or distortion they will accept without realizing thaJ 

they are bemg preached at. The more sophisticated they are, the more 

sug^coatmg they wHl require if they are to swallow theLson aTall 

y other artist with a desire to teach or preach- 

^^a It “ r T sugar-coating a leLn and 

Ser TnT T of the lesson. The latter is 

neither good preachmg nor good art. 

Elevating Tragedy 

r'’ originated in pubiic cen^ 

monmls of reiigions or tribal or national signfficance. Tbe spirit of elevation 
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is a direct inheritance from the festival or “feast-day” tradition 
inseparable from such ceremonials. 
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almost 


It would, of course, be a mistake to think of the great tragedies like 
those of Sophocles or Shakespeare, as still belongmg to the era of religious 
or tribal instruction, or as written for propagandist purposes. Like paint- 
ing and music, the art of tragedy did not reach its full stature of greatness 
until it came out of the church and the school and became an. art in the 
pure sense of the word an expression of creative unag inatioTi in the search 
for beauty. 


Long after It had become an art, however, it clung to the traditional 
association wilh matters of larger public concern — ^with the doings of the 
gods, or of nations, or d3masties, or kings, or nobles, or highly exceptional 
people; or with matters symbolic of the deeper and more universal human 
experiences. 


There is an interesting parallel in the history of painting. In its earUer 
stages most important art was religious in significance; but long after it 
had ceased to be exclusively so, great painting continued to be generaUy 
^ted in feeling. When no longer dedicated to religious fervor or political 
idolatry, the painter with a passion to express great beauty still thought 
in elevated terms; he did not ordinarily content hirnself with ten-by-twelve 
pictures of specific places or people; he thought rather in terms of great 
murals for public buildmgs, or canvases large enough to be hung in palaces, 
museums, or art galleries. True, the man who painted the famous mural of 
“The Last Supper” also painted the rather smaU "Mona Lisa” ; yet he put 
into the latter something that has kept it in a public gallery for centuries 
(except when somebody stole it for a time). There are many exceptions, 
and there are conflicting opinions even about the best in art, yet something 
of the grand tradition still lingers in painting. A very finp painter may 
paint small studies of pleasant landscapes or interesting people — ^for prac- 
tice, for amusement, or for sale — and in so doing may now and then pro- 
duce a real work of art; but when he has a profound or noble or stirring 
thought or feeling to express he usually works in larger terms. The people 
who go to see paintings in museums and galleries still expect to find some- 
tlmg big ^if not in actual size, at least in concept; they expect to be 
stirred, impressed, and (except in a museum devoted exclusively to mod- 
em art) ennobled, 


So for tragedy. Since tragedy normally deals with death and disaster 
(which many people still take seriously, and think of as universal) , it has 
retained, even in the face of the current sewer-raking vogue, at least so m e 
associaiion with the heroic tradition, and some parallelism with the tradi- 
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tion of great painting and great music; and people still go to see one of the 
older tragedies in much the same mood as that in which they visit an art 
gallery or attend a symphony concert, for an adventure in poetic exalta- 
tion. 

Shortly after seeing Judith Anderson in Robinson Jeffers’ version of 
Euripides’ Medea, I came across a published note by Mr. Jeffers, in which 
he described bis experiences in making the translation. He said that he 
had been shocked to discover in the Greek original just as much cruelty 
and hatred and love of harrowing detail as in any modem horror play. I 
could hardly believe my eyes, and was ready to break out in protest, when 
he went on to say that what distinguished the Greek play was its sheer 
poetic power, and that that was what he had tried to recapture. That made 
me feel better; and I am happy to say that I think he succeeded. Whether 
we call the thing poetic power, or elevation, or exaltation, or idealization, 
or universality, or just beauty, it is very ancient and persistent, thou^ 
missing from much that is called art today. 

It is not mere accident that has caused grand opera to associate itself 
largely with tragic themes — some of them as horrific and harrowing in 
detail as anything from Euripides or O’Neill. Though a hybrid art, at 
times disconcerting to lovers of drama and lovers of pure music alike, 
grand opera is peculiarly fitted to maintain the heroic or festival tradition. 
The nobility of the music preserves the elevation of the theme; so much 
so that it sometimes enables us to retain a sense of poetic and tragic ex- 
altation in a music drama which, judged as a play without the music, 
would be promptly condemned as cheap melodrama. 

A thoughtful actor, studying the place of tragedy among the arts, may 
well ask in some surprise why there is not a similar correlation between the 
noble and the tragic in pure music, especially symphonic music. There are, 
to be sure, a considerable number of short compositions which strike a 
tragic note; but with the exception of the Paihetique and one or two lesser 
examples, the major symphonies ate practically aU tragicomedies rather 
than tragedies. They have their ups and downs, with moments of con- 
fusion, danger, pathos, or despair, alternating with moments of peace, or 
ecstasy, or frivolity; but they almost always end in a stirring crescendo of 
triumph, suggesting the victory of the human spirit over its trials and 
torments. Ought we to conclude that the composer of symphonies would 
improve and ennoble his art by turning to tragedy (as Tchaikovsky 
thought for a brief period) ? Or should we counsel the dramatist to turn 
from tragedy to tragicomedy as a better means of achieving triumphant 
exaltation? And how is it that the great S3nnphony with its triumphant 
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ending and the great tragedy with its final catastrophe have such a aiTnilar 
effect in purgation and elevation of spirit? 

The answer to the first two questions is, No. The answer to the third is 
an important lesson for the actor as well as for the dramatist. 

Tragedy only achieves its purgative exaltation when so conceived and 
executed that the concrete physical disaster is offset by a certcun sense of 
spiritual triumph. No matter how horrible the fate of the individual pro- 
tagonist, if we discern in the balance and resolution of spiritual forces a 
measure of inevitability and poetic justice, upholding the dignity of man- 
kind as a whole and the beauty and integrity of his ideals, we feel a com- 
pensating sense of vindication. As the symbolic individual who has sinned 
or erred goes down to defeat, the collective spirit of aU mankind, fdt in 
the abstract, seems to triumph. The things we believe in have once more 
been proved true. This is precisely what happens in a great symphony, 
except that it happens directly in the abstract. The composer does not 
have to set up a concrete protagonist and, make a human sacrifice of him 
in order to justify oiir spiritual victory; the collective human spirit is the 
protagonist, struggling through a series of changing moods and abstract 
experiences to an ultimate mood of spiritual triumph. This mood is es- 
sentially the same as the mood of exaltation generated by great tragedy, 
though the machinery for generating it is simpler and more direct. But 
it is only in the tragedy of elevation that we can feel this analogy; the 
tragedy of depression is quite different, though it has its own analogies in 
the work of our more chaotic modern composers. 

This is not a book on music, or on the arts in general. It is a book on 
acting; and the point for the student actor in the last few pages is simply 
that if he wishes to act in heroic tragedy he must look far beyond the facts 
of the plot or the specific traits of the character. He must grasp and feel 
sympathetically those universal overtones which great tragedy shares with 
great music and great painting. How to do so is not a problem in the 
narrower aspects of technique, but a problem in breadth of understanding 
and scope of imagination. 

Recalling his dual function, the actor as instrument must be able to 
imagine accurately the thoughts and feelings of the character he repre- 
sents, not to mention the appearance and physical actions; but os artist 
he must go beyond these, and even beyond his personal attitude towards 
the character and the play, and must grasp its significance as an expres- 
sion of universal human experience. As instrument he may be writhing 
in the agony of death as the curtain comes down, or weeping over the death 
of another, or laughing the mocking laugh of a Mephistopheles; but as 
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Mtist he must be feeling that larger triumph of the human soirit t. 
jectively sharmg it with his audience. 
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hopeless resignation, and don’t fight back.” That spirit would seem to be 
the precise opposite of the spirit in most heroic tragedy 

Whether the remark is true of the Russian people as a whole is debatable 
though the spectacle of a nation of 200 millions ruled body and soul by a 
tiny weU-organized minority party would seem to bear it out. But it is 
certainly true of the effect conveyed by Stanislavsky’s productions as we 
saw them in 1923. It is interesting to note that Tchekhov ^as dis- 

tressed by some of it, and complained bitterly in letters to his wife^ during 
the production of The Cherry OrcJtard (in 1904) that Stanislavsky was 
stupidly nnsunderstanding his play, and filling it with tears, melancholy, 
and despair, when he had intended it as a comedy, full of hope for the 
future. The merits of the controversy do not concern us here. The point is 
that the concept of tragic acting impUed in An Actor Prepares, however 
suitable it may be for the peculiar effects sought by the Moscow Art 
Theatre, is not necessarily suitable to all kinds of plays, and least of aU to 
heroic tragedies with poetic exaltation. 

In Greek tragedy much of the implication of universal overtones was 
conveyed by the words — and perhaps by the dance patterns— of the 
chorus. In later tragedies we often find a similar function performed by a 
smaller and less obvious chorus, or by a prologue or narrator, or by a mirinr 
character ser^^g as the author’s mouthpiece in somewhat the same way. 
The actor assigned to a chorus or mouthpiece part should have little diffi- 
culty in feelmg the overtones and pitchmg his acting in the right key. 

As a rule, also, the actor playing the hero or protagonist can readily 
sense the import of the whole, since the centrality of his character forces 
him to study the whole play, keeps the director working with him, and 
requires him to be in at the death, so to speak. 

It is the actor pla3dng a minor character, a by-plot character, a foil, a 
servant, a messenger, or a “comic relief” character who is most likely to 
play off key; and it is in some such part that the young actor is likely to 
have his first experience in tragic acting. He will be expected to learn his 
art by doing the more difficult thing first— bad pedagogy, perhaps, but 
customary, and perhaps inevitable. 

The problem is especially acute in the matter of the so-called “comic 
relief” character, for which an actor is sometimes cast primarily because 
he is a comedian rather than a tragedian. This fairly common practice may 
be one reason why so many sensitive critics have deplored the bad taste 
of our great tragic writers — even Shakespeare — ^in cheapening their no- 
blest plays by the injection of irrelevant buffoonery. One may choose to 

‘ Published in Princess Toumanova’s biography of Tchekhov (1936). 
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believe that the Drunken Porter in Macbeth and the Gravediggers in 
Hamlet were bits of irrelevant buffoonery thrown in as a sop to the ground- 
lings; but such things are irrelevant buffoonery only if the actors make 
t Tiem seem so. Properly acted, their purpose may be less that of comic 
relief than that of contrast, intended to heighten the irony or poignancy 
of the scene by throwing it into relief — ^relief in the sculptor’s sense of the 
word, not the escapist’s. This is what we do when we season our food by 
adding a spice of sharply contrasting taste, not to divert our attention by 
an irrelevant effect, but to heighten the overall flavor through contrast. 

There is no reason why an actor with an excellent comedy sense ^ould 
not also have an excellent tragedy sense; and there is no reason why both 
should not operate at the same time. That is a phase of the actor’s “dual 
function.” But there is no use denying that actors who can handle that 
particular phase adequately are pretty rare, perhaps because the need for 
them is so little realized; and that the few who can measure up to it are 
more likely to be found playing leads than gravediggers and porters. I 
have seen seven or eight Macbeths, all but one fairly good; but I have seen 
only one good Drunken Porter. I have seen two mediocre Hamlets and 
seven or eight good ones, but only two good Gravediggers, and only one 
of them with a full sense of the tragic overtones. I do not mean to imply 
that the latter was not funny. As instrument he was the funniest of the 
lot. So was the one good Drunken Porter. But whereas a mere comic play- 
ing the Drunken Porter always seems to be saying, “Come on, folks, relaxl 
Forget the play and your troubles and let’s all have a good laugh!”, the 
artist who is both comedian and tragedian seems to be saying, os artist, 
“Look at this ridiculous fellow I’m pretending to be; what a rowdy he is! 
But he doesn’t know what you and I know. He hasn’t the faintest notion 
what goes on in the King’s bedchamber. Let’s laugh while we can at his 
roaring folly, but let's not forget that the preposterous knocking that 
annoys him so comically is really a symbol of doom!” 

Is this asking too much of the actor? Is it impossible for him to suggest 
such opposite things at the same time? If so, then our whole conception 
of the dual function is impossible, and the best actors for generations have 
been working under a delusion. But it is not impossible. Real actors do it 
right along. They are constantly telling us one tiring objectively, and an- 
other thing subjectively. This just happens to be one of the more difficult 
cases. An actor with a deep simultaneous appreciation of both comic and 
tragic values can make us feel an overpowering sense of impending and 
inevitable disaster, and make us laugh at the same time. Call it telepathy 
or call it technique; it is the essence of good acting. 
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One could go on discussing and analyzing the nature of tragedy almost 
indefinitely, but perhaps we have covered enough to suggest the actor’s 
problem. It is not a problem to be- reduced to rules and formulas, nor is it a 
problem to be occultized in a semantic brain storm of mystic terminology. 
It is a problem for intelligent, straightforward, persistent, thoughtful 
study. 

Before the student is abandoned to his own devices, however, he should 
be cautioned against three of the most treacherous pitfaUs into which 
inexpert tragedians can tumble. These might be called the “tragic moan,” 
the “tragic strut,” and the “tragic pose.” 

Tee Teagic Moan 

The tragic moan has many varieties, but essentially it is the tendency 
to fall into a conventional vocal pattern or rhythm, as a means of expressing 
a somewhat vague emotion, in the absence of a clear, -vivid awareness of 
specific meanings. It is not unlike the sweetly sad lilt in which a rather 
shallow t3?pe of clergyman keeps assuring us that what he is saying is very 
compassionate and very holy, whatever it may actually mean. It is really 
a variety of that “elaborate pattern of monotony” common with shallow 
oral readers and discussed in that connection in Chapter X. It is perhaps 
commonest in the speaking of verse, but most annoying to the listener in 
the speaking of prose. 

Sometimes it takes the form of a plaintive whine, suggesting an abused 
or discontented attitude; sometimes it is sweetly melancholy; sometimes 
it is artificially orotund, or self-consdously noble; sometimes it is indig- 
nantly resentful; but most frequently it is monotonously rhythmic in a 
tone of kindly sympathy — so much so that the actor’s friends nudge each 
other and say, “There he goes again, singing his lines I” 

The tragic moan, especially in its last-mentioned form, is most likely 
to afiflict an actor who is accustomed to playing rough or boisterous parts 
in comedy or melodrama, and who, confronted with a more serious or 
sympathetic part, feels a sudden need to tone himself down to a more 
restrained but more emotional mood. The tone he chooses may be appro- 
priate enough for certain lines or situations; the trouble is that, being ill 
at ease in unfamiliar emotions, he is apt to overdo a good thing and let it 
grow upon him as a mannerism. The fault is not common with very bad 
actors; it occurs most frequently with those who have enough imagination 
and enough sense of the tragic overtones to realize that some suggestion 
of tragic mood is needed, but not enough experience in tragic acting — or 
in self-criticism — ^to keep out of a vocal rut. 
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Almost any form of the tragic moan may have its proper place in some 
passage or situation where it really fits the meaning. The point is not that 
the actor should rule any one of them out of his vocabulary, but that he 
should take pains not to let any one of them grow upon him as a habit 
to be used monotonously for any meaning just because it has a meanine 
which may not be the meaning. The actor in process of acquiring this habit 
is seldom aware of it. He is not trying to build up a mannerism, still less 
to be monotonous. In fact, his tendency to fall into unnatural inflection 
patterns and elaborate singsong rhythms is unconsciously motivated bv 
his desire to avoid monotony; but like the type of reader so “disgustful’' 
to John Rice in 1765 he arrives only at “the burthen of the same song.” 

Fortunately, the modern actor has available an excellent method for 
overcommg this difficulty. He need only make a practice of having his 
speeches recorded and listening to the playbaclc five or six times, and if he 
IS reaUy an actor he will soon cure himself. 


iuE iRAGic Strut 

The tragic strut is not nearly so common a fault nowadays as it used to 
be when the schools of “elocution and dramatic art” were at the peak of 
ar mfluence, and a more bombastic style of acting was in vogue. It 
still occurs, however, with some frequency in poorly directed amateur or 
serond-rate professional companies, and much less frequently on Broadway 
-though occasionally in very high places. John Gielgud, no less, gave us 
several ex^ples in his Samlet, and one glaring example in his first en- 
trance as Jason in the Jeffers version of the Medea? 

It IS a^rather forgivable fault, at least in its motivation, for it does m- 
dicate a feeling on the part of the actor that he must do something to dis- 
tin^ish tragedy from comedy and to give it elevation. Seeking to portray 
a chmactCT imagmed as bigger or nobler than himself (if only in the scale 
his villamy) he makes the understandable mistake of supposing that 
it can be done by external exaggeration-by lengthening his stride, puffing 
ant 5 spectacular pivots, and so on. There are times when 

nf nvprH ° j ^ “^°‘^®’^s,tion, may help; but again it is a matter 

le^-i good thing, and depending too much upon it. It is a fault 

ess frequently noted among rank beginners with no theatre experience 

^ of second-rate acting in 

cheap stock companies or class B movies. 

Historically, the tragic strut is inherited from the days of more or less 
the New YoA opening weeks, Mr. Dennis King succeeding him for 
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artifidal poetic drama, performed on platform stages or deep forestages 
where the actor had little help from lights or scenery, and felt small but 
conspicuous at the center of converging sight lines. It has a close associa 
tion with the traditional rules of stage movement, especially those con 
cerning footwork and turns," and is to some degree an exaggeration and 
exploitation of those movements. But it has other manifestations es- 
pecially among those unaware of the older traditions. It represents per- 
haps, a more or less natural impulse, based upon the mimetic instinct a 
heroic cast of imagination, and a somewhat defensive reliance on exag- 
geration— what the psychologist calls “overcompensation.” It is clearly 
observable in the mimetic play of children, before they are old enough to 
have had theatre-going experience, but not before they are old enough to 
have formed some heroic concepts from hearing fairy stories, looking at 
“comic” strips, and listening to such radio exaggerations as “Superman.” 

On the whole, it is a more harmless and less persistent fault than the 
tragic moan, rather more likely to be checked in time by the actor’s self- ’ 
criticism, the kidding of his friends, or the vigilance of the director The 
one thing which may tempt the actor to make it a habit is false praise from 
“the unskillful” (who, alas, are often “the general”) while “the judicious” 
grieve too silently. 


The Tragic Pose 

The tragic pose bears a close analogy to the tragic strut, and is some- 
times almost indistinguishable from it. But it also has some variations 
of its own, stemming perhaps from different sources. It is somewhat more 
likely to be found in otherwise good productions, and in the work of other- 
wise good actors. 

The main root, I think, lies in the tradition of pure beauty in tragedy 

a laudable tradition in itself. A certain amount of decorative formalism 
m movement and posture has been associated with tragedy from the 
earliest times; it is at least as old as the choric odes and dithyrambs out of 
which Greek tragedy evolved. The symbolic groupings and rhythmic move- 
ments of the Greek chorus were certainly examples of tragic pose; but 
presumably they must have been legitimate and satisfying ones. There 
have been many examples since, in which well-designed stage pictures or 
sculptural posings of characters (whether prescribed by the dramatist or 
worked out by director and actors) have contributed to the symbolic and 
decorative beauty of tragedy, without detriment to its dignity or sincerity. 
0 long as a symbolic pose is usefully 33aiibolic, or a decorative pose decora- 
'See Chapter XVI. See also The Art of Flq,y Traduction, p. ii8. 
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tive wiihoul distraction, no harm is done. Certainly tragedy would seem to 
call for more of such posing than comedy, and heroic or poetic tragedy for 
more than clinical tragedy. No actor should be discouraged from striing 
a pose at a moment when that pose most effectively expresses the mean- 
ing or feeling and at the same time most effectively suggests the dignity 
or beauty of the tragic overtones. 

The trouble begins when a director who is more of a painter or sculptor 
than a dramatist gets more interested in visual formalism than in meaning, 
and starts to run wild with his groupings and posed pictures; or when an 
actor who has been looking in the mirror too mucli, or reading too many 
reviews praising his grace of movement, begins to fancy himself as a living 
symbol of tragic beauty rather than as an interpreter of thoughts and feel- 
ings. 

To be sure, a moderate amount of natural vanity does an actor no great 
harm; it may, in fact, help l^im to conquer his timidity, and perhaps with- 
out it few people would venture on the stage at all. But a little too much 
of it, approaching egotism, readily leads to an excess of tragic pose. When 
an inexperienced actor, or one making his first venture in a tragic part, falls 
into the trap, it is not hard to explain. Nor is it, as a rule, very hard to 
correct. He has only to be convinced that vanity is making him pose, and 
the same vanity will make him wish to avoid being caught at it again. 

But the tragic pose, like the tragic strut, sometimes appears in high 
places, where it can hardly .be explained as a result of youthful vanity or 
inexperience. In such cases it must doubtless be explained as a good im- 
pulse unconsciously overdeveloped, or as an honest overenthusiasm for 
sculptural beauty as an expression of tragic style. 

The amount of tragic posing which an audience can accept without 
being aware of it as a distraction is enormously variable with the period, 
the country, and the type of play. A great deal more was accepted and 
expected in the “palmy days” of the nineteenth-century theatre than is 
generally acceptable today — ^yet not so much that Edwin Forrest could 
escape the charge of excessive posing from some critics in his own time. My 
actor-grandfather, who knew Forrest at the height of his fame, thought 
that he overdid the tragic pose, and much preferred the acting of Mac- 
ready, who did not. In my own youth, at the turn of the century, I saw a 
good deal of tragic posing by such actors as Robert Mantell, E. H. Sothern, 
and Ben Greet, not to mention a horde of lesser ones who acted the sub- 
ordinate parts in their companies. It is possible, however, that some of the 
individual posing of actors in the past stands out in our memories because 
there was less attention paid to the posing of groups. The present ascend- 
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ajicy of the director (dating roughly from the spread of Gordon Craig’s 
ideas after 1911), and the consequent emphasis on teamwork, has brought 
about more group posing in the interest of the stage picture as a whole; 
and the developments in modern stage lighting and design have created 
new possibilities of unified theatric effect in the interest of beauty and 
symbolism. This means that we are relatively less apt to notice the pos- 
ing of the individual actor when he is part of a well-posed picture or sculp- 
tural group; but it also means that the actor — ^more than ever before — 
can ill afford to indulge in exaggerated individual poses which detach him 
from the group and distract our attention from the total effect. 

Near-perfection breeds perfectionists, and when a production is almost 
perfect, marred only by something well done that should not have been 
done, our disappointment is the more acute. For me, John Gielgud’s 
Hamlet— which in other respects might well be rated the best of our time 
—was spoiled by the tragic pose. The irony of it is that the poses themselves 
were beautiful, both individually and in relation to the sculptural group. 
Mr. Gielgud read the lines with amazing fluency, poetry, and under- 
standing, and also with remarkable (if somewhat studied) variety and 
originality. His movements were stunningly graceful, and dramatically 
appropriate to the lines, and his poses, considered separately, were beyond 
aiticism. But all evening it was just one beautiful sculptured picture after 
another, with the actor moving swiftly and surely from one to another, 
holding it long enough for the beauty or symbolism to sink in, and t he n 
moving swiftly to the next. The effect upon me was that I could not keep 
my mind on Hamlet, the character, for marveling at Gielgud, the sculptor 
— a sculptor being his own model rather than an actor being his own in- 
stmment of characterization. Imaginatively, I never lost myself for five 
minutes in the play. 

It is interesting that Mr. Gielgud also directed the Medea in which he 
played Jason. The same quality of conscious sculptural for malism was 
evident in this production, and the same perfection of beauty and sym- 
bolism. But the conscious formalism was much more appropriate and sat- 
isfying in the Greek play than in the Elizabethan, Eamlet being after all 
an introspective play of human psychology in which we lose a good deal 
if we cannot keep our minds on the character. The most obvious use of the 
tragic pose in the Medea was the formal posturing of the three women of 
Corinth, to whom Mr. Jeffers entrusted the duties of Euripides’ chorus. 
Since they represented not so much real people as an abstract symbol of 
public conscience reacting to the tra^c overtones, formal posing did not 
seem out of place with them. But plenty of conscious poses were assigned 
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to other characters— droopy tombstone poses to the Nurse, statuesque ones 
to Creon, and a kaleidoscopic variety of tragic attitudes to Medea herself, 
ranging from the prostration of abandoned grief to the crouch of a tigress, 
It is a curious fact that all these members of the company, even the chorus 
women, seemed able to carry out the formalism with less self-conscious- 
ness than Mr. Gielgud himself. Miss Anderson, as Medea, had more 
planned poses than all the others combined, yet she managed to keep our 
minds— and apparently her own— on the monumental passions of the 
character against any distractions originating in the poses themselves. 
Perhaps the explanation is that the actors who did not have to direct 
accepted the poses contrived by the sculptor-director, but still remained 
actors at heart; while the director, playing a relatively minor part, could 
not forget his problems as a sculptor. 

In any case, the lesson for the young actor is plain. There is little likeli- 
hood that he will do the wrong thing as superbly as Mr. Gielgud, or draw 
as much praise for it from undiscriminating critics. But there is plenty of 
temptation for him to do the wrong thing badly, or to overdo the right 
thing in the course of his apprenticeship. Let him remember that there is 
nothing wrong with a tragic pose se, but that there is everything wrong 
with any device of technique or habit or impulse wliich distracts attention 
from the essential thought or feeling or purpose of a work of art. 

It is a sad comment on the insidiousness of the tragic pose that another 
great actor, who had nine-tenths of the equipment to make him the greatest 
actor in American history, and who m fondly remembered by his admirers 
as the “Sweet Prince,” should be widely remembered by his critics as “The 
Great Profile.” 

In warning the young actor against the tragic pose, I should like it 
clearly understood that I am referring to an honest error or defect of 
technique, rather than to the much-too-common trick of “upstage” posing 
by which certain actors — including another equally famous Hamlet of 
recent years— intentionally “hog” the stage for their own aggrandizement. 
That is a defect of character, not technique; of ethics, not art; and as such 
is out of our province. 



CHAPTER Xm 


Reaction and By-Play 


T here is one general phase of the actor’s art that is commonly neg- 
lected, and yet extremely important. Passing reference has been made 
to it in several previous chapters, especially in relation to teamwork; but 
it deserves a good deal of concentrated study by the young actor, if only to 
protect him from the influence of a popular misconception. 

The misconception is that acting consists almost exclusively of speaking 
prescribed lines and executing prescribed actions, and that between such 
assignments what the actor does is unimportant. No one familiar with the 
modem theatre really believes that, literally and completely; to do so he 
would have to be very stupid and unobservant. Yet so much of the em- 
phasis in popular discussions of actmg falls on the lines and the accompany- 
ing action that it is easy for thoughtless actors to slip into a habit of con- 
centrating on their own lines and cues, and neglecting their reactions to 
what others say or do, and their by-play when not in the foreground. Their 
mistake is perfectly natural, for those phases of the actor’s art are the least 
conspicuous. Neglect of them is greatly encouraged by the conditions 
usually present at rehearsals; there are so many interruptions and dis- 
tractions, so many waits and repeats, that the actor is constantly tempted 
to relax between lines, light a cigarette, and forget that he is in the play 
at all until the director tells him to resume speaking. Several weeks of that 
sort of thing can easily lull an actor into a state of indifferent listening 
and half-hearted reaction, if not into a state of complete confusion. 

It is possible that the prevalence of the misconception is partly due to the 
persistence of an older tradition, going back to the days when plays and 
acting were more formal and declamatory than at present. Leading actors 
then paraded to the center of the stage, or of the forestage, subordinate 
actors kept more in the background, the lighting was often poor, especially 
m the background, and people paid much less attention to the reactions 
of the minor characters. The leading actors were given long, eloquent 
speeches, which held attention by their own style and content, and were 
generally less dependent for effect upon the reactions of those spoken to 
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than is the rule today. For the most part, the minor actors at least were not 1 
expected to go much beyond the actions prescribed for them. 

There is a widely accepted belief (not, perhaps, conclusively proved) that / 
the actors of Shakespeare’s day entered out of character, did not begin to | 
act until they reached the acting area, and dropped out of character wheni| 
not actively involved in the lines. This belief finds some support m the | 
fact that Shakespeare often reminds his actors of the need for reaction by | 
having the speaking character describe the reactions of another. When I 
Othello says, 

Honest lago, that look’st dead with grieving, | 

Speak, who began this? ?| 


we know, and presumably lago is reminded, that he is supposed to be | 
looking crushed. When Macbeth perceives the ghost of Banquo, and Lady '! 
Macbeth says to him. 


Why do you make such faces? When all’s done 
You look but on a stool. . . . 


we should be much disappointed — and the actor much embarrassed— if 
he had failed to make the faces. And when Mark Antony, come to bury 
Caesar, says to the crowd of citizens, 

O, now you weep, and I perceive you feel 
The dint of pity . . . 

we understand clearly that even the minor characters have been expected 
to react. 

Warren Smith, in a fascinating eind exhaustive dissertation on the stage 
directions in Shakespeare’s lines, ^ calls attention to a great number of such 
directions. He is somewhat troubled by the fact that these regularly come 
after the reactions they describe, not before, and be is therefore loath to 
interpret them as cues reminding the actors addressed how to react. He 
prefers to explain them as devices to clarify for the audience reactions 
which are important to the meaning, but which some of the customers 
might miss by reason of poor lighting, bad sight lines, or distance from the ; 
stage. If Elizabethan actors did have a habit of dropping out of character 
when not speaking, it is possible to assume that Shakespeare committed 
essential reactions to the lines because neither he nor his audience had any;, 
hope that the actors would perform them. That seems an extreme view. L 
prefer to believe that they merely had a tendency to neglect their reactions^i 
^ Ph.D. thesis at the University of Pennsylvania, 1948. ’ 




Joseph Jefferson as Bob Acres 


Mrs. John Drew as Mrs. Malaprop 



PlaU If. A famous tevival of iSq6. An all-star production of The 
Rivals, with many veterans in favorite parts. Mrs. Drew had been 
playing Mrs. Malaprop on and off for forty years, and Jefferson 
had made Acres almost as popular as Rip. The script, of course, 
was the Jefferson version, witli Julia (Sheridan’s original heroine) 
left out altogether. Francis Wilson, here shown in a minor part, 
was a popular eccentric comedian, with a most remarkable skill in 
projecting his soft, nasal voice. Julia Marlowe, then the' wife of 
Robert Taber, later married her co-star, E. H. Sothem. 



Francis Wilson as Fag 




Richard Maiisheld (1857— igo?) 
as Baron Chevrial in A Parisian Ratnance 


Robert B. Mantell (1854-1928) 
as Macbetii 
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Plate 18. Stars of iay lefore yesterday. The versatile Mansfield became one of the moat popular 
and prosperous actor-managers, Mantell and the Sothern-Marlowe team kept Shakespeartan 
repertory popular on the road until the road disappeared; all three lacked variety, but were fine 
in some parts. Gillette, a distinguished actor of somewhat limited range, left us the stage version 
of Sherlock Holmes and a famous essay on The Illusion of the First Time. 



William Gillette (1855-1937) E. H. Sothern and Julia Marlowe 

as Sherlock Holmes as Romeo and Juliet 




Frank Bacon (1864.-1922) 


Flale ip. Stars of yesterday. Frank Bacon reached White 

stardom only in hia old age, but broke the long-run George M. Cohan (1878-1942) 

record in hia own play Lighlnin’. Cohan — actor, Old Darling 

songster, dancer, and playwright— had amazingly 
expressive hands and feet. Mrs. Fiske had expres- 
sive hands but was jerky and unexpected in both 
speech and gesture. Maude Adams was a special 
favorite in Barrie’s plays. 
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Maude Adams (born 1872) 
in The Liille Minister 


Mrs. (Minnie Maddern) Fiske 
(1865-1932) 
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Hugh Miller as AllrL'd 
Jingle in Pichaick 

Right: 

Charles McNanghton as 
Sam Weller and Bruec 
Winston as Tony Weller 
in Pickwick 



Wilfred Clarke (son of 
J. S. Clarke) as the Grave- 
digger in Hainiel. His 
brother Creston was an 
excellent Hamlet. 


Plale 20. Comedy old and new. Upper left: A well-known bit of 
low comedy relief in tragedy. Above; Delicious character 
of Dickens. Lower left: High comedy in a serious 
play ( When I wrote that, God and Robert Browning biew 
what It meant; but now only God knowsi”). Lower right: Ono 
of the teams best known as Mother and Father Day turns to 
somctliing different ns a pair of shiftless Cajuns in Louisians. 


Brim Aherne and Katharine Cornell 
in Tie Barrens of Wimpole Sired 
Va^tdaimi 

‘• 57 . •* 


Dorothy Gish and Louis Calhem 
in The Great Big Doorstep 

Yisniom 











Plate ai. Unjorgellahk characterizations. Above: Katharine 
Cornell as Mary Fitton in Will Shakespeare. Upper right; Tyrone 
Power as “the drain man” in The Servant in the House. Below: 
Jeanne Eagels as Sadie Thonipson in Rain. Lower right: Richard 
B. Harrison as De Lawd in Green. Pastures. Right: Rollo Peters as 
Romeo— the best Romeo the author has ever seen. 















Plate 22. Some leading players of oiir time. The Barrymores, with their brother Lionel (who ii 
perhaps best known as a film actor), represent the third generation of the Drew-Barrymote 
fourth generation is now being heard from. Jolui Gielgud, a grandnephew of 
EUen Terry, has had top success in both England and the United States. Eva LeGallienne, 
daughter of a famous poet, has done distingui^ed work both as an actress and as directress of 
several repertory companies. 
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Vandaimn 

Ethel Barrymore as Mias Moffat 
in The Corn Is Green 


X 



Eva LeGallienne as Queen Katharine 
in Henry VIII 
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me 23. Unforgeltabk scenes mperbly acted. Above: Daniel Poole ae Abraham Lincoln receiving 
his impeachment summons from General Grant in If Booth Bad Kissed-^ fine piece of re® 
strained ^otion^ actmg. Below; Walter Hampden as Cyrano in the spectacular, swash- 
buckling anel-in-rhyme scene of his own production. 


White 
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Phym of Ihe Moscow Art llmlrt. Constantin Stani- 
lUavsky and some of his leading associates at the time of their 
American visit in 1023. Upper left: Portrait of Stanislavsky. 
T .^‘»"“l8-''sky as Gaiev iii The Cherry Orchari. 

• -r l KwPPer-Tchekhova (widow of Tchekhov) as Masha 

mi Hel hreo Sisters. Lower left: Ivan Moskvin as Epikhodovia 

• Center: Maria Ouspenskaya as Charlotta 
m i A« Cherry Orchard. Lower right: Vassily Katchalov as The 
JJaron in The Lower Depths. 
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and needed frequent jacking up if the dramatist was to be sure of getting 
at least the more essential ones out of them. 

It is quite true that a cue coming after the reaction it describes is of no 
hdp to the actor at the first rehearsal or two, or even at a performance if 
he does not know his part. But it does embarrass him to have been caught 
off guard and to have missed an important reaction clearly stated in the 
lines. It disturbs him even at the first rehearsal; and after he has missed 
the same reaction at two or three rehearsals, and been laughed at for it, 
he begins, kicking himself for his own lapse. At that point he goes over the 
passage carefully, figures out an earlier warning cue, and swears a big 
oath tiiat he will get that reaction next time or bust; and by the time per- 
formances begin he usually knows it better than anything else in his part. 
Many scholars have thought that by making such exacting requirements 
of his actors in the lines, and committing them in advance to precise re- 
actions, Shakespeare was being very hard on them. Actors know that he 
was being hard on them in early rehearsals only to be easier on them in 
performance, by leaving them in no doubt about what was expected of 
tTiprn and giving them the strongest of all mnemonic aids through fear of 
disgrace. Whether that was his conscious purpose I do not presume to 
know; nobody could know without more information about the customs 
of the time, the exact stage arrangements, the position and duties of the 
prompter, and whether he read the lines ahead of the actors (as he has 
done in many European theatres at various periods). I do know that it 
works that way today, not only in Shakespeare’s plays, but in all plays 
having similar reaction cues. There is nothing that so hurts a modem 
actor’s pride as being caught a second or third time failing to register a 
reaction mentioned in the lines. He not only feels guilty of incompetence, 
he feels hypocritical at being credited with acting which he obviously hasn’t 
done. That hurts. I have heard young ladies say “Damn!” at that who 
wouldn’t say it for a mashed thumb. Even the actor who habitually de- 
clines to act at rehearsals will make an exception for the cued reaction. 

The sum of all this is that the cued reaction is the easy part of the prob- 
lem. 

Modem acting, however, calls for many reactions that are not mentioned 
in the lines, and not even hinted at. With its bright lights, imaginative 
consistency, and unity of teamwork, the modem theatre calls for the actor 
to stay in character all the time, and to react in some way, if only nega- 
tivdy, to everything that happens while he is on the stage. That presents 
a much more difl&cult problem for him than the few indispensable reactions 
called for by Shakespeare’s cues. It would not be an exaggeration to say 



1 72 The Art of Acting 

that a very considerable part of good modern acting lies in effective re- 
action and by-play. 

For purposes of study, it is convenient to think of reaction under two 
separate' classifications, as foreground reaction and background reaction. 

Foregkounb Reaction 

Foreground action, including reaction, is not necessarily forestage ac- 
tion. Though it does frequently take place down stage, it may now and 
then occur up stage, or at one side, or on a stairway or balcony, By fore- 
ground action is meant simply that which logically and properly occupies 
the focus of audience attention at any given moment; and foreground 
reaction is reaction within the same focus. The focus of attention is most 
often on the main characters, but shifts freely from one character to an- 
other and from one location to another with the demands of the plot and 
meaning. 

There is a vital difference between foreground and background action, 
which every actor should keep everlastingly in mind. Foreground action 
is meant to attract and heighten attention to the majn flow of thought, 
while background action must never divert or weaken it by distracting 
it from its proper focus. The distinction applies with equal force to re- 
action. 

For the reasons already mentioned, foreground reaction is rather less of a 
problem than background reaction. More of it, for one thing, is taken care 
of by the author, through direct description or indirect suggestion. Shake- 
speare’s cued reactions are all foreground reactions; his calling direct atten- 
tion to them necessarily makes them so. They indicate the dramatist’s 
feeling that the character addressed belongs, at the moment, in the focus 
of attention. The young actor should realize, however, that there are many 
more opportunities for foreground reaction than are specified in the lines, 
even by Shakespeare; and he should be alert to discover and make the 
most of them. 

The problem is largely one in good listening, the importance of which 
can hardly be exaggerated. Good listening is obviously not to be expected 
from the actor who is woolgathering, or who is listening mechanically for 
his next cue instead of listening imaginatively to the meaning. There are 
actors who actually fear to listen imaginatively, because, as they say, it 
distracts them and makes them miss their cues. That can happen only 
when they have learned their cues in terms of meaningless words, and not 
in terms of coordinated thought, feeling, and cadence. If they have learned 
their listening and their reactions along with their cues, as part of a co- 



Reaction and By~Pla^ 1 72 

herent, rhythmic flow of meaning, they are not likdy to have that trouble. 

Normally, the focus of audience attention is on the character who is 
speaking. But there are moments in many plays when what the speaker 
says is much less important for itself or for its eifect on the speaker ttian 
for its effect on another character. It is at such moments that foreground 
reaction becomes of greatest importance. Sometimes the speaker bimspil-f 
shifts attention to the listener (even in the absence of a reaction cue) by 
turning toward him or showing interest in his expected reaction. Some- 
times there is no reason for him to do so; and sometimes it would be de- 
cidedly out of place — as, for example, when the speaking character is not 
supposed to be aware of the other’s reaction, though the audience is. In' 
the latter case, there is a problem for the director, who must so place his 
characters that the focus of attention may shift at the proper moment 
without being openly passed over by the speaker, and must see to it that 
the actor who is to react carries out his assignment. But a good actor in that 
spot can help enormously in pulling the attention away from the speaker 
and pointing up the significance of his own reaction. 

The difficulty of doing this varies considerably with the distance be- 
tween the two characters. When they are close together there is danger 
that the reaction will seem overdone; but when they are far apart there is 
danger that it will escape notice altogether. A good working rule for the 
reacting player is this; If, at the moment of reaction, he is well within the 
visual field of those looking at the speaker (say within thirty inches of 
him), he should react with restraint, using facial expression rather than 
movement, and just enough of that to convey the idea. But if he is on the 
opposite side of the stage from the speaker he should react with a sharp 
body movement (preceding his line if he has one), and with enough con- 
spicuousness to catch attention and draw it across the stage. This is hard 
to do without some danger of “hamming” it, but is sometimes quite neces- 
sary. The rule must naturally be modified to suit the type of play, the 
character’s own nature, the size of the stage and the theatre, and so on, 
and of course to fit the specific meaning. It must also be modified propor- 
tionately for conditions between the two extremes. But it is still a useful 
rule. 

There are many lines which do not necessarily suggest or demand reac- 
tions from the characters addressed, but which are nevertheless improved 
by them. A line which is slightly obscure, or dhll, or colorless, can often 
be brought to life and made interesting and intelligible if the actor ad- 
dressed points it up by a clear reaction. Every actor should remember that 
a listening audience faces many difficulties in the effort to follow the lines — 
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bad acoustics, distance from the stage, coughers and sneezers, wrigglers 
and whisperers, unfamiliarity with the actors’ voices, and the like— and 
that any line spoken without special force, or not foolproof in its clarity, 
is sure to he missed by some. Everything he can do to support its meaning 
by his visible reaction helps the audience to utilize both senses at once, 
and so greatly improves the chance that the line will be understood. Peo- 
ple often really hear a line but are not quite sure they have heard it cor- 
rectly; instinctively they watch the character spoken to, and if his reac- 
tion confirms their hearing they feel reassured. Conversely, if his reaction 
is blurred, unintelligible, false, irrelevant, or missing altogether, they are 
left in a worse fog than if they had not heard the line at all. It is part of 
the actor’s job to help the audience over such difficulties by helping his 
fellow actors to make their lines understood; it is his duty as a member of 
the team. 

Like almost every good thing, this technique carries its own temptation 
to excess. Nobody wants to see an actor listening with unbelievable eager- 
ness to the most commonplace remarks, hanging on every word and frown- 
ing, or smirking, or bobbing his head with painful exaggeration. Nobody 
likes people who do that in real life. That kind of listening defeats its own 
purpose; it distracts the listener’s own attention from the speaker to him- 
self, and distracts the attention of the audience from the meaning of the 
words to the strange behavior of the listener. There are actors who mate 
this mistake habitually in their zeal to appear animated and alert, and to 
convince themselves that they are acting every minute of the time. One 
can forgive them for their good intentions, but they are in the same class 
with the readers who repeat exaggerated inflection patterns to the point 
of monotony in the belief that they are being expressive. 

There are also actors who exaggerate their listening reactions quite in- 
tentionally, as a means of drawing attention to themselves and building 
themselves up professionally. That is just a particularly cheap and shoddy 
form of the practice described in the last chapter in coimection with up- 
stage posing, and like it is not so much an error in technique as a defect in 
ethics. 


The Double Take 

A somewhat special, but highly popular, type of foreground reaction is 
known to actors by the general trade name of the ^‘double take.” It has 
many forms, but essentially it is a delayed reaction, taking its name from 
the fact that it seems to come in two impulses — a false reaction followed 
by a corrected reaction. 
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In its most familiar form it is a slightly flippant device, common with 
funny men, and undemably overworked by them, with the result that it is 
often sneered at by superior critics as a cheap kind of trickery. But when a 
device is persistently popular and generally effective, it is always well to 
take the sneers of its critics with some caution, and to consider whether 
they do not grow out of its abuse rather than its use. 

Since the double take frequently involves a spoken response as well as a 
visible reaction, it is apt to be thought of as a technique in reading lines 
Now and then it is actually written into the lines, as when a characte^ 
asks a catch question and the person addressed thoughtlessly answers 
“Yes”-and then hastily corrects it to “Nol" This form, with variations 
is very popular with “patter” comedians; and since it can be conveyed by 
the voice without the help of facial expression it is heard a good deal on the 
radio. But the psychological principle underlying the double reaction ap- 
pUes in many less crude and less hackneyed forms, and in many that axe 
completely silent. 

Basically, the double take is a device for pointing up meaning through 
contrast; which accounts for its usefulness in comedy. There are several 
reasons for its effectiveness. In the first place it has a sympathetic quality 
of homely naturalness, since in real life many of us are heedless thinkers, 
or have slow reaction times, and are often caught off guard and obliged to 
make hurried corrections; that makes it easy for us to empathize in the 
double take. In the second place, a hurried correction is justifiably a little 
more emphatic, or picturesque, or exciting than a simple expected re- 
action, and therefore sharpens audience attention. In the third place, 
the slight delay permits even a relatively slow-witted listener to perceive 
the falseness or inappropriateness of the first reaction, and to anticipate the 
second one; when it comes he experiences that delicious sensation of having 
beaten the character to it through superior alertness — a pleasant enough 
sensation for-anybody, but especially so for the slow-witted. Finally, the 
dramatic impact of the true reaction is considerably heightened by con- 
trast with the false lead given first. This is really the essential function of 
the device. 

In a sense the double take is a tiny little drama in itself, with its own 
plot structure. The cue line gives us the exposition of a situation, arousing 
expectation and curiosity. If the true reaction were to come at once, the 
drama would be over before it began. But instead the false reaction gives 
us an unexpected complication, a fresh doubt, a threat of disappointment; 
it rnay.last only an instant, but in that instant it generates a heightened 
unsety as to the outcome. Then, lol the hero comes through with the 
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correct reaction, everybody is relieved, poetic justice is satisfied, and the 
thumbnail drama is over — all, perhaps, in a second or less. 

The double take has many variations. For one thing, it varies in time’ 
usually it is almost instantaneous, but now and then it works quite slowly! 
Sometimes the exposition is not a single cue, but a gradual build-up oi a 
false line of thought, followed by a sudden realization of its falseness. Some- 
times the false reaction is instantaneous, and the realization is gradual. 
Sometimes the false reaction is unspoken and the true one spoken; some- 
times these conditions are reversed. Sometimes neither is spoken. Fre- 
quently the purpose is purely comic; sometimes it is dramatic, and oc- 
casionally it may be deeply tragic. 

Let us consider a few examples. Several have already been given in 
other connections, especially in the chapter on Comedy. Sir Peter Teazle’s 
hasty afterthought on the words “intend to be,” mentioned m the dis- 
cussion of following-through, is really a kind of double take— a reaction 
of complacency (in this case to his own line), followed hurriedly by a cor- 
rected reaction of self-consdousness, expressed in the added words as well 
as his manner. Several of Lord Trench’s reactions in the cocktail scene 
have elements of the double take — ^notably when he draws in his breath 
tO' comment on the drink in a manner which his expression suggests will be 
unfavorable, delays an instant, and then says, “Not bad.” 

For an example in which the false reaction is unspoken and the true one 
spoken, note the following lines from A. A. Milne’s ch ar ming comedy, Ur, 
Pirn Passes By: 

GEORGE. What are you doing? 

OLIVIA.. Making curtains, George. Won’t they be rather sweet? Oh, but I 
forgot — ^you don’t like them. 

GEORGE. I don’t like them, and what is more, I don’t mean to have them in my 
house. As I told you yesterday, this is the house of a simple country gendeman, 
and I don’t want any of these new-fangled ideas in it. 

OLIVIA. Is marr3dng for love a new-fangled idea? 

GEORGE. We’ll come to that directly. None of you women can keep to the 
point. What I’m saying now is that the house of my fathers and forefathers 
is good enough for me. 

When Olivia adroitly turns the subject from curtains to young lovers (in 
her campaign to get George’s consent to their niece’s engagement), the 
slower-witted George is caught off guard. The lines give only his considered 
reply, but any actor worthy to play George would see that a sKght false 
reaction is needed first to give it its proper impact, The false reaction is 
■ unspoken, and consists merely of a follow-through on his previous manner, 
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suggesting that he is about to answer in the same tone. But as he draws his 
breath to do so, his wits catch up with him, he pauses an instant and savs 
■WeTl come to that directly" hi a different tone, corirpleting the douUe 
take. InadentaJly, in this case George may even achieve the effect of a 
tri^U take by saying the first clause in a tone of subdued annoyance and 
then changing a second time to a louder and more exasperated tone on 
the words, “None of you women can keep to the point.” 

For an example of a double take in which the first 'reaction is spoken 
and the second one silent, we have only to turn to Sheridan again When 
Sir Peter explodes with his famous line in the first quarrel scene: 

sm PETER. _ Ay-there again-taste. Zounds! Madam, you had no taste when 
you married me! 


his first reaction is an outraged follow-through on his own line lasting 
just long enough for the audience (and Lady Teazle) to see the joke- then 
just as they catch their breath to laugh he sees it too, and suddenly breaks 
to the corrected reaction of confused embarrassment at his own slip of the 
tongue— a silent reaction, though we can readily imagine the words he 
may be saying to himself. 

For an example of a double take in which neither reaction is spoken I 
am reminded of a scene in the original production of Strictly Dishonorable 
a frothy comedy of the Prohibition era by Preston Sturges; it was superbly 
cast, ^d bits of it have stuck in my memory nearly twenty years for the 
precision and restraint with which they were acted. In the scene in ques- 
tion, Patrolman MuUigan (played by Robert Bunce Williams) was farmg 
the audience while another character at his left shoulder was trying to 
wheedle hm into something or other not altogether favorable to a third 
character m the play, a gentleman from East Orange, N. J. Mulligan’s 
only reaction at first was a slowly growing expression of good-natured 
skepticism; then the speaker, seeing the need for strategy, slyly referred 
to the third character as “that Orangeman,” and went on talkiTi g about 
■ The expected reaction came, but with precisely the right amount of 
delay to make it an effective double take; and when it came, it was not a 
spoken one, and not even a sudden start or turn, but a subtle change of 
expression from good humor to comic belligerency. The actor did not even 
alter the direction of his gaze, but his smile faded, his brow knitted sHghtly, 
his eyes began to burn like hot coals, and his eyebrows and eye shadows 
seemed to merge into dark circles of thunderous animosity. It was a beau- 
tiful piece of restrained comic acting, and a good example of the double 
take in one of its less hurried and less obvious forms. I am sure that any 
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reader who can remember Strictly Dishonorable will recall that bit iinth 
a chuckle. 

Another example of the slower and more restrained double take, this 
time with a highly tragic effect, may be found in that smash hit of the 
i88o’s, Jim the Penman. The efiect in question, which is the plimgy of 
the play, had much to do with turning what, on paper, looks like a third- 
rate piece of melodramatic literature into a first-rate piece of living theatre 
so powerful in its emotional appeal that it broke the long-run record of its 
day, was summoned to Washington for a “command” performance, and 
has been revived professionally several times since — ^notably with an 
all-star cast in 1928. The play is concerned with a mysterious series of 
forgeries, and the climax is a scene in which Mrs. James Ralston (played 
originally by Agnes Booth, and in the 1928 revival by Cecilia Loftus) 
comes to the silent realization that her own husband is the wanted criminal. 
The climax is skillfully built up by preceding events, and comes late m the 
play. Several people are present, and James Ralston is doing some of 
the talking, while his wife is silent. When the scene begins, she has not the 
faintest suspicion of her husband, though the audience has. As she listens 
to the conversation she puts two and two together, while the audience 
watches her silent reactions. Her first reaction is slow, a minglin g of in- 
terest, puzzlement, confidence in her husband, detachment — everything 
but suspicion. When suspicion dawns, it does so with a crushing impact, 
amounting to certainty almost at once. What makes it a double take is that 
the change of reaction from the mistaken one to the correct one is a slightly 
delayed reaction as the observer times it; that gives him a sense of fore- 
knowledge tragically confirmed. His profound sympathy for the wife is 
greatly heightened by the fact that he knows the blow is going to fall a 
little before she does, and can see it fall with his own eyes. The whole 
play thus turns, not on a spoken line or a positive action, but on a fore- 
ground reaction. 

It is immaterial whether these varied examples are all to be called double 
takes ; the point is that they all involve the same psychological principle, 
and illustrate the variety with which that principle may be applied. Per- 
haps very few actors analyze the principle and think the problem through 
logically. Many good actors arrive at it through an instinctive feeling for 
what is artistically effective; many poor ones arrive at it by imitation of. 
others. It is when they arrive at it by bad imitation, or when they work it to 
death, that they bring the double take into bad repute. Properly used, it is 
one of the most important tools in the actor’s kit, as useful to him as oil to 
a painter or rosin to a violinist. 
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Background IIe action 

•niere is no great mystery about background reaction. The reason it is 
rather more troublesome than foreground reaction is that it is likely to be 
neglected niost of the tune, and then correspondingly overacted when the 
need for it is realized. 

Since background reaction is usually a group problem, the responsibiUty 
IS imtially on the duector. Every experienced director knows the exaspera- 
tion of watching a dozen players stand about listlessly with poker faces 
when a main character is saying or doing something which the author 
meant to startle, or surprise, or alarm, or shock, or amuse, or please the 
other characters present; and every experienced actor has seen a director 
tear his hair and implore his players to “React! for God’s sake react!" 

In justice to the players it should be said that their faUure to react is 
often due less to stupidity or bad acting than to wandering attention- 
superinduced in many cases by the rehearsal conditions described a few 
pages back. After several performances before audiences they frequently 
learn to build up their reactions intelligibly, if only by imitating those of 
the audience. The director’s particular worry is to get enough out of them 
3.t t6t63.rs3.ls to insure 3.11 intelligible first performance. 

That is not to say that background reaction is ah that it should be, even 
at the tenth performance. Some actors do not react enough; others react 
too much, distracting attention from foreground to badrground. Some 
react to the objective meaning in a detached way, much as the audience 
reacts, but without thought of their individual characters and their rela- 
tion to the event; or they react simply as a chorus, not as individuals. 
Worst of all, they often react mechanically, according to the director’s 
instructions but without creative imagination. 

There are many scenes in which the things said and done in the fore- 
ground are of such a nature that all the background characters will react 
to them with the same emotion — all equally shocked, or astonished, or 
delighted, as the case may be. Even then, however, the individual actor 
should remember that we do not all show the same emotions in the same 
way. He should ask himself, not how the average citizen would react to 
such a situation, or how he would react himself, but how the character he 
is portra3dng would react. That seems childishly elementary, but it is 
astounding how many actors fail to thmk it out. 

A particularly fine example of the problem occurs in that final tableau of 
The Inspector-General described in the section on timing. With minor ex- 
ceptions, all the characters on the stage when the Gendarme mqVpB his 
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announcement experience the same emotion — one of utter consternation 
and frustration. They have spent their efforts and their money entertainmg 
and bribing the wrong man, and now that the real inspector has arrived 
they are back where they started, with much less prospect of success, But 
they are all sharply drawn individual characters, and show their reaction 
in varied ways. 

So anxious was Gogol to m^e this dear that he wrote out a special 
series of instructions to the players, the most important part of which 
follows:* 

The last scene is especially important for its effect. The turn of events is no 
joke to these people; it is dead serious, almost tragic. The Town Governor b 
especially tragic. For this dever grafter to find himself fooled by a youngster, a 
mere nobody, is crushing; when the announcement comes he simply turns to 
stone. 

Everyone in the final picture should have a special pose and facial PTprMpnT^ 
suited to his character, and showing the degree of fear or astonishment felt. 

The signal for the change of positions can be the exclamation of Korobkina 
which comes right after the aimouncement. 

The positions are as follows: 

In the center the Town Governor, arms apart, head back, mouth slightly open, 
eyes wild with fear and astonishment. 

To the right are his wife and daughter, looking at him witli fear. 

After them, the Postmaster, simply converted into a question mark, facing the 
audience. 

Farther on the same side, the Superintendent of Schools, white and frozen 
stiff. 

On the left, Zemlyanika, eyebrows raised, his fingers at his mouth, as if he 
had burned himself. 

After him the Judge, almost sitting on the floor, his lips forming the words, 
“There you are!” 

Farther on the same side, Bobchinsky and Dohchinsky, looking at each other 
with mouths open and index fingers raised. 

The rest are distributed on either side, half of them expressing astonishment, 
the other half trying to catch the expression on the Governor’s face. All are im- 
mobile. Earobkina and a couple of others can assume an ironical “serves-you- 
rightl” expression. 

It is not often that a dramatist gives his players as much help as this. But 
there are many plays indeed which call for group reactions expressing more 

* pandated by Benjamin Rothberg, for the edition published by the Walter H. Baker Co„ 

ostou. An lUufitration of the scene included in the same edition, is reprinted in THb Aft of Plajf 
Pfodiiciton, 
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or less uniform feelings, but expressing them in highly divergent ways 
according to character. There are also many plays in which different 
characters react differently because they are feeling different emotions- 
their reactions differ in content as well as style. It wiU be noted that the 
scene just discussed contains an example of this also, for several of the 
women, Korobkina, and perhaps Khlopova, are more cynically amused 
than horrified, and react differently for that reason, while one or two others 
are merely curious or uncomprehending, and react hardly at all. 

The actor playing a background part, or a main part temporwily shifted 
to the background, should constantly remember his obligation to stay 
imaginatively in the picture; not just to “react” when the director yeUs 
at him, but to react all the time in terms of the character and the situation 
toning it down when necessary for subordmation of background, but keep- 
ing it imaginatively true. He should constantly remind himseU of a fact 
mentioned earlier in this book—namely, that in the theatre even the back- 
ground is never wholly out of attention. A novelist, wishing to concentrate 
on certain characters, can describe their actions and quote their words in 
such a way as to control attention at will. The reader may be vaguely 
aware that minor characters are present, but if the author does not men- 
tion them for a while they fade out of emphasis almost completely. The 
painter can do the same thing by brightening the colors and sharpening 
the outlines of his foreground, and at the same time painting his back- 
pound out of focus in more subdued colors and hazier outlines, blurring 
it just enough to discourage unwanted attention, yet retaining enough 
suggestion to give it meaning as part of the whole. All this is much more 
difficult for tfie dramatist and the stage director, because of the efficiency 
and adaptability of the human eye. When the observer is watching a fore- 
ground character at a distance of, say, 30 feet, a background character at 
40 feet is still fairly within his depth of focus; and whenever there is the 
slightest temptation for him to shift his glance to the background character 
he mstantly and automatically adjusts his focus to the correct distance, 
opens his pupils to compensate for any reduction in the lightmg, and sees 
the background character in clear detail. The director may discourage 
this to some degree by careful choice of costumes, skillful grouping, and 
clever lightmg, but he can never control it as surely as a painter or a 
novelist. This means that proper subordmation must be accomplished 
psychologically rather than visually, and must be accomplished largely 
by the actor. It means that the actor is never insignificant while on the 
stage, and that his reaction must be right if it is not to be wrong. 

To meet this challenge the actor must do two things : he must remain so 
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completely in character all the time, and so true in his reactions, that when- 
ever audience attention strays to him accidentally he will seem an integral 
part of the picture and the story; and he must keep his acting under such 
restraint that it will never distract attention to him improperly or un- 
necessarily. 

There is nothing technically abstruse about all this. Most of the prob- 
lems can be solved with intelligence and imagination plus a little will 
power. The one tbi-ng that may cause the most diflB.culty — apart from real 
incompetence — ^is the fact that the actor can never quite see himself as 
others see him in relation to the stage picture of which he is a part. That 
is where the director comes in. But the director can do little to balance 
and perfect the reactions until the actors really begin to act; and that is 
another reason for acting at rehearsals. Too often what happens is that 
the director works desperately at rehearsals trying to coax enough back- 
ground reaction out of unimaginative players to give the play unity and 
clarity, only to find that as soon as the audience is present some players 
begin to overact obtrusively, throwing the whole thing out of balance 
again. The actor should seek, therefore, to work up his reactions as early 
in rehearsal as possible, adjust them to the satisfaction of the director, and 
then stick to them without laxity on the one hand or excessive enthusiasm 
on the other. 

There is one other point about the difference between foreground and 
background reaction that ought to be mentioned before we leave the sub- 
ject. Since foreground reaction is intended to attract attention, it must be 
projected; which means that the actor must select such changes of expres- 
sion or attitude as can be seen and understood by people sitting far back 
in the audience as well as by those near the stage. But since background 
reaction is not intended to attract attention, but only to be right for those 
who happen to see it accidentally, there is no need to select expressions 
and attitudes that will project. They must be right for those sitting near 
enough to see them, and they must not be false or misleading for those 
sitting far away; but they do not have to be dearly visible to everybody. 
The actor who remembers that is less likdy to be tempted into excess. 

It may come hard to a vain or self-centered actor to subordinate himself 
in this way, but unless he can learn to do so properly he is of no earthly 
use to the team. An actor who cannot subordinate when in the background 
is quite unworthy to be trusted with foreground parts. The essential philos- 
ophy of good reaction rests on the premise that we are acting plays — ^not 
parts. 
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Reaction and. By-Play 

By-Play 

The term “by-play” is frequently used to describe background action 
which is not strictly reaction— that is, action not directly provoked by 
what the foreground chajacters are saying or doing at the moment. 

There are many ensemble scenes of mixed activity and animation in 
which the actions of background characters are seemingly unrelated and 
the only unity is to be found in an overall effect of variety or in the totality 
of mood created. There are also scenes in which most of the characters 
are reacting to foreground events, but a few are conducting minor ac- 
tivities of their own, apparently indifferent to the focal interest. It should 
not be thought, however, that good by-play is ever truly irrelevant. It 
may be seemingly irrelevant, in the sense that it has no direct connection 
at the moment with foreground words or action, but unless it fits in to the 
overall concept of significant truth which the dramatist is tr3dng to create 
it is not good by-play. There must be a certain logic in the presence of the 
character at that time and place, in his attention or inattention to what is 
going on, and to his choice of occupation at the moment; and there must be 
a strong sense of appropriateness about the whole business. In other words, 
good by-play may be literally irrelevant, but must be artistically relevant. 

Almost every play has some by-play either written into it or indirectly 
suggested by the dramatist, and many opportunities for good actors to 
enrich it by adding more. But there are some plays, or scenes in plays, that 
are largely dependent on by-play for their effectiveness. You Can't Take It 
With You is almost an orgy of by-play, dealing as it does with the activities 
of a large family the members of which simultaneously c^y on a dozen 
varied and picturesque hobbies. The Inspector-General is full of highly 
pertinent by-play, some of it calling for improvised lines as well as action. 
The first act of The Admirable Crichton, with its animated tea scene, calls 
for an exceptional amount of by-play. The dinner scene in Erstwhile Susan, 
the Okie invasion in Saroyan’s Lov^s Old Sweet Song, the third act of Stage 
Door, the third act of The Cherry Orchard, the second act of The Farmer's 
Wife, and the subway scene of Two on an Island are other good examples. 

The chief hazard in by-play is fairly obvious. It has even more serious 
potentialities for distraction than ordinary background reaction, not only 
because it has no direct relation to the main thought and action of the 
moment, but because it puts the actor performing it so much on his own 
that he is tempted to overelaborate. Dramatists seldom give more than a 
fraction of the by-play they envision as part of the general effect, and di- 
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rectors are usually so busy taJdng care of foreground problems and essen- 
tial background reaction that they have little time to work up rich by- 
play for all the subordinate characters. Many directors feel, also, that it is 
better for the actors to work up much of their own by-play; it keeps them 
interested, stimulates their aeative imagination, and makes the ensemble 
work more spontaneous. But for that very reason the actor must be care- 
ful not to overdo it. 

In one sense, by-play is merely a subtler form of background reaction 
lacking its direct relevancy but having the same function as part of the 
total effect. For that reason it is best for the actor to of it as bound 
by the same limitations. It is intended to complete the picture for those 
whose attention accidentally wanders from the foreground, and must be 
good enough to enrich their enjoyment when that happens; but it is not 
intended to distract attention from the foreground, and must not be per- 
mitted to do so. To be sure, there axe some bits of by-play much more im- 
portant than others, and many gradations between; and there are mo- 
ments when an author actually wants audience attention to skip about 
from one bit of by-play to another in order to achieve a totality of impres- 
Mon— as in several of the ensemble scenes just mentioned. Good by-play 
is fun for the actor and gives him much valuable experience, even in 
parts; and he should aim to perform each bit with the greatest possible 
excellence short of obtrusiveness. But he should never forget that he is 
part of the team. An actor whose enthusiasm for his own bit of by-play 
tempts him into exaggeration and overemphasis is precisely like a football 
player whose assignment is to run interference, but who tries instead to 
pab the ball from his own team-mate and run with it himself. Most foot- 
players know better, but there are a good many actors who do not. 

Careful timing is just as important in by-play as in any other phase of 
a.cfang, and is especially helpful in steering the middle course between too 
htUe and too much. A piece of by-play which may seem perfectly appro- 
priate and unobtrusive at a inoment when the main action lags or pauses 
wi seem gl^ingly distracting at a moment when the main character is 
speaking an important line. In the tea scene of The Admirable Crichton, for 
ex^ple, there are moments when the servant-guests are being greeted 
and seated, other guests are still to arrive, and nothing very significant 

^ jf happening; yet, as Barrie says, “the scene is now an animated 
one. at suggests a great deal of by-play — ^pouring tea, carrying cups 
to the guests, passmg cakes, shaking hands, chatting and laughing in 
little groups, and so on. The housekeeper and the French chef, for PTgmpIp 
may have a little friendly argument growing out of the fact that the form er 
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disapproves the servants’-tea idea, while the latter approves and is having 
a grand time. He tells her so in French, perhaps; she reminds liirn that 
Crichton disapproves, and he laughs loudly and tells her that Crichton is a 
snob. This is only one of several- playlets going on simultaneously, and it 
does not matter whether any particular member of the audience hears it 
or not. But it matters a great deal that it shall be timed to be heard, if at all, 
only in the intervals between more important events, and that the chef’s 
laugh shall not occur at a moment when it may Itill an important entrance 
or distract attention from an important line. 

A vital element in the timing of by-play is to bring the emphasis up and 
tone it down gradually. A piece of by-play breaking out suddenly is more 
distracting than one that has built up slowly; and one that has captured 
audience attention and then stops too suddenly creates a fresh distraction 
that is even more serious because the audience recognizes the heavy hand 
of intention. 

In the tea scene just mentioned it is very important that the conversa- 
tion between Crichton and Lady Mary shall be clearly heard, since it 
foreshadows the theme of the play; and to that end the by-play of the 
other characters must be toned down during it, both in sound and move- 
ment. But in one all-star revival a few years ago the actors painfully over- 
did the director’s obvious instructions to tone it down. The instant Lady 
Mary addressed Crichton they all froze, and their voices ceased like a radio 
suddenly shut off. The result was to distract attention from the two prin- 
cipals more effectively than if it had not been toned down at all. A good 
director would have suggested a gradual toning down, beginning some 
lines ahead, and never carried to the point of unbelievable silence and im- 
mobility; and good actors would have done it that way unless a bad di- 
rector insisted otherwise. They would also have built up again gradually 
after the most important lines had passed. 

At another point in the same scene Barrie deliberately breaks into those 
key lines (doubtless to avoid the suspicion of pointing them up too in- 
tentionally) by letting Lord Brocklehurst create a diversion. He has been 
tr3dng to entertain Tweeny, the giggling kitchen maid, and we suddenly 
hear him saying: 

Lobd Brocklehurst {Desperately to Tweeny). And now tell me, have you 
been to the opera? What sort of weather have you been having in the kitchen? 
(Tweeny gurgles) For Heaven’s sake, woman, be articulate. 

He seizes her cup, marches across to Lady Mary, who refills it, and marches 
back with it to Tweeny. Barrie gives him no follow-up line, and Lady Mary 
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and Crichton resume their conversation. A poor actor as Brocklehurst 
would fail to lead up to this scene with appropriate by-play; he would 
stand gazing meaninglessly at Tweeny until he heard his cue (or worse yet, 
converse with her privately and out of diaracter) and then break out sud- 
denly with his absurd line. After bringing her the second cup of tea he 
would hand it to her and promptly freeze. A good actor would anticipate 
the scene by some quiet by-play, building it up so gradually that attention 
would not shift to him prematurely, but in such a way that when his 
scheduled lines did attract attention the observer would realize that he 
had really seen the business developing out of the corner of his eye. After 
the business he would follow through with diminishing by-play untU 
Crichton and Mary had recaptured the attention, and, more quietly, for a 
few lines beyond that. 

In all this, to be sure, the director has a major obligation; but the director 
is helpless unless the actors come through. There is no more important 
phase of the actor’s art than the creative management of by-play within 
ever-changing limits of proper subordination. And there is no phase which 
is more generally in the hands of those actors whose youth and inexperience 
limit them to subordinate parts. 

One final warning about by-play, however: The modern vogue of the 
Stanislavsky System has led to a serious overemphasis on improvisation 
in acting. Improvisation has its proper place in the imaginative training 
of the actor, and the more of it he does in the classroom the better. It has 
its place, also, in the early rehearsals of a play, and especially in the work- 
ing up of by-play. How else, indeed, could by-play be invented, if not pre- 
scribed in detail by the author or director? But a growing skill and facility 
in improvisation is the greatest temptation in the world for the actor to 
overdo his by-play in actual performance. Improvisation before an au- 
dience is fatal; once it becomes a master instead of a tool, it is the surest 
possible device to make the actor forget the play, forget his teamwork, and 
go wild in the exploitation of his own part. One of the worst headaches in a 
director’s life is the problem of holding down the actors who, in working 
up their by-play, have discovered the joy of improvisation and been car- 
ried away by it. At the slightest suspicion that he is falling into that error, 
the young actor should take himself firmly by the ear and teach himself 
to do his improvising only in the early rehearsals, and to be constantly 
on guard against the temptation to improvise at the expense of proper 
subordination. 



CHAPTER XIV 


The Actoi^ s Voice 


T he importance of an adequate, flexible, and well-controlled voice as 
an instrument of acting is so evident as to need no emphasis. Equally 
evident is the fact that a single chapter in a book on acting is no place for a 
general treatise on voice training. Any comprehensive program of such 
training would require years of study and application, an extensive text 
(possibly several of them), and above all a competent teacher ^ving indi- 
vidual criticism and instruction. Any young actor whose voice is less than’ 
adequate should begin such a program early in his career. 

The purpose of this chapter is merely to point out a few of the special 
objectives and limitations which may affect the problem of voice for the 
actor as distinguished from the singer, the crooner, the orator, the teacher, 
or the clergyman; and perhaps to suggest a few useful wrinkles in voice 
projection and hygiene especially applicable to theatre work. 

One "Voice, os Many? 

When a prospective orator or concert singer, or, to a lesser degree, a 
prospective opera singer sets about training bis voice, the problem is 
relatively simple. His objective is one voice; his own; and he wants to make 
it as good a voice as he can. The singer wants above all else to make his 
voice musically beautiful — clear, resonant, and pleasing. He will not object 
to flexibility, and if he is training for opera he will need flexibility in order 
to convey a variety of emotions; but it will stUl be his own voice, in his 
own range. If he is a baritone he will sing only baritone parts, and while 
his public will value some evidence of personality it will not expect one 
baritone voice to be markedly different from other baritone voices. 

But the actor, and especially the character actor, faces a different and 
far more complex problem. Desirable as it may be for him to have a reso- 
nant, pleasing voice in straight parts, that is not his chief concern. He 
will, of course, need a voice free of bad habits and distracting faults, one 
that does not grate on the ears or suggest inappropriate states of temper. 
But it need not be a supremely beautiful voice in the musical sense; it 
will, in fact, be more useful if not too beautiful, since an excessively beau- 
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tiful voice may hypnotize an audience into admiring the tones rather than 
listening to the play— a situation acceptable in grand opera and endurable 
in some of the more formal poetic plays, but extremely undesirable in the 
general run of good theatre. What the actor needs to develop is a voice that 
is highly adaptable to a variety of uses, and so managed as to withstand 
fatigue, and even abuse. 

In other words he needs many voices, for he must portray many people. 
A voice that would he too harsh or cold for Manson in The Servant in the 
House might still be too smooth for Yank in The Hairy Ape. A woman’s 
voice that would be ideal for the flippant, vivacious Maria in Twelfth Night 
might very well lack the depth and sympathy for Viola’s “She never told 
her love,” in the same play. One of the finest voices I ever heard in the 
theatre in respect to fullness and richness of tone was that of Robert B. 
ManteU. It added considerably to his robust playing of Macbeth; but as 
he could not (or did not) change it, it seriously distorted his playing of 
Hamlet, and made his attempt to play Romeo little short of ridiculous. 
One can hardly believe in that boyish lover if he booms his lines in barrel- 
chested tones suggesting the grand organ in a cathedral. 

The most beautiful feminine voice I ever heard in the theatre was that 
of Sarah Bernhardt. She was able to vary it sufliciently to give some sug- 
gestion of characterization; but since she played only in French, and in the 
French tradition of conventionalized vocalization, she was not expected 
to vary it as much as a modern American actress would be expected to do. 
It was after all the voice of a personality actress rather than a versatile 
character actress. On the other hand the late Alice Brady, generally cred- 
ited with one of the best voices in American theatre history, was exceed- 
ingly versatile. Her voice was magnificent, with deep, moving tones that 
contributed greatly to the tragic power of Mowmng Becomes Electra; 
yet she could play youthful comedy parts with enough change of tone to 
suggest plenty of humor and vivacity. In other words, it is not impossible 
for a fine voice to be also a flexible voice; but of the two things the latter 
is the more important. 

The ideal voice for the actor is one that can be varied, not only in the 
manner necessary to suggest different moods and emotions in the same 
person, but in the more difi&cult maimer necessary to suggest different 
persons. Nearly any actor can contrast two moods of the same character, 
especially if that character is really himself; but it is not so easy to contrast 
two different characters in the same mood. The hardest task of aU is to 
differentiate the voices of two characters not very sharply contrasted, 
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and therefore in danger of being played without any differentiation at all. 
In the type-casting world of the commercial theatre that does not matter 
much; but in a community or repertory theatre where the same audience 
sees the same player in many different parts it matters a good deal. In 
such theatres, deliberate miscasting often seems the only solution unless 
the actor can learn to change his voice enough to achieve reasonable 
versatility. For the young actor planning a stage career, the only wise 
procedure is to cultivate as many voices as possible without imdue strain, 
and to get them under perfect control. 

This whole problem raises again the issue of objective impersonation 
versus personality in acting. One need not go so far as to advocate the 
complete submergence of the actor’s personality as artist in each new 
character, with a new voice for each, completely unrecognizable as mming 
from the same artist. After all, it is convindng suggestion that we want, 
not absolute deception. But with most actors there is little danger of the 
latter. Too often an actor’s voice is so umniRta.1r a.h1y and persistently his 
own that we never think of the character at all, but only of the actor in a 
succession of new plays. The actor whose own voice is not particularly 
distinctive has a decided advantage, since it is not so likely to be ob- 
trusively recognizable when heard in different parts. It is the actor with a 
strikingly unique voice — ^good or bad— who is least likely to manage a 
reasonable degree of character differentiation. A distinctive voice may, of 
course, be a temporary box-office advantage, versatility being in rather 
less demand than personality. For the one-voice actor, however, a certain 
amount of type-casting seems inevitable, if he is to remain an actor at all; 
and the actor who is always bitterly condplaining about being “typed” 
would do well to consider whether his own lack of variety in voice control 
is not partly responsible. 


Vocal Hygiene 

Before considering ways and means of developing such variety, let us 
give some attention to the care of the voice. If the young actor wiU learn 
his vocal hygiene first, he will later be able to go farther in the direction 
of variety and flexibility without danger of damaging his voice through 
strain and abuse. 

One phase of the problem is largely in the hands of the doctors, and un- 
fortunately they do not seem to have been able to do much about it. Medi- 
cal science has so far had little success in its effort to conquer the common 
cold, and has failed completely to conquer the chronic head catarrh which 
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afflicts so many Americans, especially in the damp cities of our eastern 
coastal region — the region in which most professional actors and a great 
many non-professionals must use their voices. 

The common cold, if it does not render the actor’s voice temporarily 
unusable and compel him to cancel his appearances, at least alters the 
quality of his voice and destroys much of its flexibility. There is, so far, 
no perfect protection against colds, but there are some matters of common- 
sense hygiene which, in most individuals, do tend to reduce their frequency. 
While it is traditional to blame colds on exposure to drafts, dampness, and 
low temperatures, avoidance of such exposure is probably not the most 
important consideration — ^besides which it is impossible in drafty theatres. 
Far more important is avoidance of certain predisposing factors which 
weaken resistance to colds. Opinions differ as to what those factors are, 
and they probably vary with different people; the young actor who seems 
unduly prone to take cold should certainly consult his doctor. But as a 
general rule he is not likely to weaken his resistance to colds by avoiding 
long hours, lack of sleep, excessive fatigue (especially nervous fatigue), ex- 
cessive use of alcohol and tobacco, and excessive indulgence in sweets 
(especially candy). He may, in most cases, considerably strengthen his 
resistance by keeping his system on the alkaline side, by taking plenty of 
fresh air and healthful exercise, and by getting his proper daily share of 
vitamins A and D. My own experience suggests that the last item is par- 
ticularly important. 

Avoidance of colds is only the first hurdle in vocal hygiene. Avoidance 
of strain is almost equally important. The two problems are to some degree 
interrelated, for they involve a sort of vicious drcle; a throat that has been 
strained and irritated is usually more predisposed to infection, and a 
throat already infected with cold is much more subject to irritation or 
strain. Chronically strained voices seem especially subject to frequent 
colds, while carefully trained voices, kept in good condition and never 
strained, seem much less so, though not by any means immune. 

Unfortunately, a great deal of the damage done to human voices by 
unhealthy strain is done in youth, often before the individual has any 
notion of becoming an actor. It is not often done in infancy or childhood 
(unless as the result of disease or injury), for children are relatively un-. 
inhibited, and so use their voices more naturally. They may yell and 
scream and make such a din that nervous adults feel certain they are ruin- 
ing their voices, but so long as they do it freely and instinctively, without 
self-consciousness, little harm is done. At a later stage, however, after 
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inhibitions have been acquired, voices are often severely damaged by 
unnatural or unaccustomed strain. 

Young voices, especially male voices, are particularly subject to injury 
at the time of adolescent change. Boys who run with older and tougher 
boys, or who sell newspapers in tough neighborhoods, often affect hoarse, 
precociously masculine tones as a kind of defensive mechanism, and often 
seriously damage their voices by it. Both boys and girls strain their voices 
by singing beyond their proper range, by singing or shouting when they 
have colds, and by playful imitations of screen or radio comedians who 
offer shrill, raucous, nasal voices and coarse diction as a substitute for 
real wit and humor. But worst of all, hundreds of thousands of girls and 
boys permanently ruin their voices shouting themselves hoarse at football 
and basketball games in misguided loyalty to school or college. Sch o ol au- 
thorities who should know better too often encourage this vicious practice; 
or at the very least permit it to go on without warning the youngsters or 
their parents of its dangers. It is true that a healthy, carefully trained 
voice, intelligently used, may be able to repeat a well-designed school 
cheer — one that uses only resonant vowels, avoiding diphthongs and harsh 
consonants, especially t — several times in an afternoon without serious 
strain, just as a well-trained singing voice can produce loud operatic tones 
without undue fatigue. But there are few well-designed school cheers, and 
few trained voices among the rooters. The untrained voice, subjected to 
such abuse, frequently goes hoarse in the first ten minutes; yet the owner, 
goaded on by school spirit or false pride, forces himself to go on yelling 
for two hours or more in painful, croaking tones, irritating the membranes 
and straining the delicate muscles of the throat until they are sore and 
inflamed, thus inviting infection, and laying up future trouble for himself. 
Voices that have been treated in such fashion often later turn out to be 
dull, colorless, coarse, wooden, inelastic, unresponsive, hard to control, 
easily fatigued, and abnormally predisposed to colds and other diseases. 
No doubt it is folly to hope that school authorities will ever do anything to 
lessen this evil. But perhaps here and there a drama teacher may be able 
to slip a word of warning to boys and girls who would like to act. 

Most of the causes of strain so far mentioned are really avoidable. The 
young actor (or prospective actor) who makes up his mind not to strain 
his voice unnecessarily need only observe a very simple rule: Whenever 
there is the slightest sense of irritation, tension, or fatigue in the vocal 
organs — stop ! The presence of these symptoms is a sure sign that the voice 
is being improperly used. In healthy, natural voice production there is no 
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such strain. Luckily, nature has given most of us remarkably good vbcal 
apparatus! which will withstand a great deal of fatigue, and even some 
abuse ; but it is not foolproof. When mistreated, it rebels. Like any other set 
of muscles, however, the vocal muscles need exercise, and a voice that is 
regularly and properly used is much less sensitive to strain than one that 
is half atrophied from non-use. 

Vocal exercise, therefore, should be frequent; and within safe limits it 
should be varied. In good voice production there is considerable muscular 
activity in the region of the diaphragm, and the heavy muscles involved 
can stand a good deal of it; but the throat should be relaxed, and free of 
any sense of tension. The best exercises are breathing exercises to liven up 
the diaphragm and increase the breath reserve, followed by simple exer- 
cises in the intonation of vowels, varying in pitch, but kept well within the 
individual’s natural range. It is well known that many of the best stage 
voices are relatively low in average pitch; and the actor — or actress — ^whose 
normal voice is at all shrill will do well to work for lower tones. A few basic 
exercises are given at the end of this chapter, but they are intended chiefly 
to help keep normal voices in condition. A voice that is in any way de- 
fective, either congenitally or as the result of strain or disease, is a problem 
for the specialist, and the student actor is urgently advised not to try 
correcting it himself. 

Finding the Voice eor the Paet 

In adjusting his voice to a new problem the actor, as contrasted with 
the orator, teacher, or preacher, has one serious disadvantage and one 
great advantage. 

The disadvantage grows out of the fact that in most cases he wishes to 
find a voice not quite his own, and in some cases a voice very different 
from his own. Almost any other speaker will start to prepare a speech 
with the expectation of using his own voice as naturally as possible, with- 
out conscious thought about it, and with his mind on the subject matter. 
The actor, as a rule, cannot start that way. Even if the new part does not 
call for a very odd or peculiar voice, and permits him to use his own timbre, 
it win still not follow his own natural style in words and sentence rhythms. 
That means a certain tmavoidable strain on his voice in making the initial 
adjustments, and a very considerable strain if the part is much unlike 
himself and calls for a radical change of voice. 

The advantage (which fortunatdy counteracts the disadvantage to 
some extent) is that the actor has several weeks of rehearsal in which to 
get used to his part and learn the proper management of his voice. He can 
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begin gently, experiment cautiously, to find the best type of voice for the 
character and the best ways of placing and controlling it. Having found the 
best voice he can learn it thoroughly along with his part, so liat in per- 
formance he does not have to subject his voice to the mntimiiTig strain of 
uncertainty or unexpectedness. A singer knows that he is much m o re 
likely to irritate his voice when sight-reading than when singing snTnptTiin g 
thoroughly familiar. In the same way an actor is more likely to have trou- 
ble with his voice when he is not perfectly sure what is coming next than 
when he has words, meanings, rhythms, tones, and timbre thoroughly 
coordinated and memorized. This is still another reason for acting at re- 
hearsals, and also for using full voice. 

Now and then an actor will try out a character voice early in rehearsals, 
find it a little imcomfortable yet suited to the character, and decide to 
use it; but for the sake of saving his voice in rehearsal he will fall back on 
his natural tones, thinking to shift to the character voice only when neces- 
sary for actual performance. This is a serious mistake. Apart from the 
fact that the element of self-consdousness inherent in the last-minute 
change will lessen the spontaneity of his playing, he is taking a very foolish 
chance of straining his voice when he does change; he may even go hoarse 
in the middle of the first performance, or bring on a coughing spell, tem- 
porarily paralyzing his vocal cords and forcing him to create a stage wait. 
If an assumed voice is too irritating to the actor’s throat to be used in re- 
hearsals, it is too irritating to be used at all, and he should experiment at 
the earliest possible moment to find something better. Having once found 
it, he should use it consistently in the remaining rehearsals, get it under 
control, and make it second nature by the time the audience is in. 

Fortunately, many of the strains which seem so alarming the first time 
an actor tries out a fresh vocal experiment turn out to be temporary. They 
may be due only to the unfamiliarity and uncertainty of the experiment 
rather than to any real difificulty in the voice itself; and after a few read- 
justments they may iron themselves out gradually — ^provided the actor 
proceeds cautiously, does not force his voice, and quickly discontinues any 
vocal pattern that is persistently uncomfortable. 

In seeking the best voice for a new characterization, the actor should 
remember that there are many possibilities, and that if one combination 
does not do, another can be found that will. The voice has many variables 
— ^pitch, force, tempo, timbre (or tone quality) , rhythm, and enunciation — 
and each can be varied in a number of different ways. Pitch, for example, 
can not only be raised or lowered, much or little, but its infl.ection pattern 
can be varied within the word, within the phrase, and within the clause 
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or sentence. As a rule it is safer and easier for the actor to change several 
elements slightly, thus arriving at a new combination, than it is to change 
just one variable, and overdo it. 

An actor having to play an aged character, and noting that aged voices 
are often high-pitched, is apt to pitch his own too high for comfort and 
for secure control, at the same time maintaining his normal breathing 
rhythms and inflection patterns, with the result that the listener notices 
the inconsistency. He would do better to raise the pitch just enough to 
carry the suggestion, and at the same time to alter his breathing rhythms to 
suggest the shortness of breath and quavery uncertainty of the aged voice; 
also to slow the tempo, reduce the range of pitch variation, and perhaps 
simulate the peculiar emmciation that goes with false teeth. A planned 
synthesis of this kind may seem somewhat artificial, and is not to be rec- 
ommended if the desired effect can be achieved more naturally; but after 
all any change of voice is artificial, and if it does' not come right without 
conscious planning it is better to plan it well. The point is that if the plan- 
ning is done early in rehearsals, in coordination with lines and action, in a 
manner that does not involve too much strain, some of it will stick and 
become almost automatic by the time the actor knows his part well enough 
to throw himself into it with full freedom and imagination. 

In selecting a character voice, the actor is often tempted to rely too 
m-uch on changes of pitch or timbre, and to neglect the less obvious pos- 
sibilities in variation of tempo, force, and rhythm. He is also apt to think 
of a change in pitch as merely a shift to a lower or higher average pitch; 
whereas many of the most effective character changes are in the pitch 
pattern, or sentence tune. Two voices of the same average pitch may seem 
very different in character if one combines rising inflections with accelerat- 
ing tempo within each sentence, while the other combines falling inflections 
■with retarding tempo. Changes of timbre also are more effective when 
combined with other elements. A rough or harsh voice combined with a 
lowered pitch suggests coarseness or stupidity; combined with a high 
pitch it suggests nervous exasperation and lack, of poise. Incidentally, a 
change from a normally smooth voice to a rougher or harsher tone is al- 
ways the ripest change, because it carries the maximum chance of irri- 
tation. A change to nasality is usually much less of a strain. Nasality also 
can lead to very different effects depending upon its coordination ■with other 
elements. Combined with low pitch it seems to suggest the adenoidal type 
of stupidity; combined with a high pitch it may suggest a complaining 
spirit or a weak will. Combined with harshness it may suggest a coarse, 
ribald kind of pseudo-smartness. In the latter combination it is irritating 
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to the vocal organs, but the irritation comes more from the harshness tlian 
from the nasality. Combined with a touch of singsong rhythm, nasality 
suggests mournfulness; in tragedy, it accentuates the tragic moan, but 
with a suggestion of weaJuiess. 

The permutations and combinations are almost infinite. If the actor will 
use common sense and resourcefulness early in rehearsals, there is no reason 
why he cannot find a suitable voice, slightly different from his own, for 
any character he is really fitted to play; and to do so without having to. 
rely on excessive distortion of one element, with consequent strain. But 
as surely as he waits until the last rehearsal and then tries to change his 
voice, he will have trouble. 

Emotional Overtones 

The function of emotion in acting has been sufliciently discussed in other 
connections; but the function of the actor’s voice in suggesting emntinnal 
content and generating emotional response in the audience shn^ l d here 
be emphasized. 

Two voices may be heard at different times uttering the same words, 
both of them clearly and intelligently, yet one of them may stir the lis- 
tener to vibrant emotion and the other may leave liim respectfully cold. 
What makes the difference? When we say that one voice has emotional 
overtones, we mean rather more than the sound engineer means when he 
says that a fundamental tone has certain harmonic or disharmonic over- 
tones. He is referring primarily to timbre, in terms of composite pitch. No 
doubt the pattern of physical overtones does play a large part in determin- 
ing emotional response, but in a more figurative sense the emotional over- 
tones include the whole subtle pattern of pitch, force, tempo, and rhythm, 
as wdl as timbre. The elements affecting emotional response are so many, 
and the variations so intricate, that it is doubtful whether much can be 
done to control them by conscious synthesis. It may be perfectly possible 
to sjunbolize a character’s identity, age, and general temperament by a 
simplified conscious selection of vocal traits, but to convey a sincere im- 
pression of emotion the codrdination must be less mechanical and more 
imaginative. 

There are actors here and there who manage to overdo the vocal sug- 
gestion of emotion — hke those who practice the tragic moan — and who 
need toning down rather than toning up. But the majority of inexperienced 
players, and some experienced ones, need a good deal of toning up. Their 
voices, for one reason or another, seem to lack the flexibility and responsive- 
ness to stir emotional empathies in the audience. 
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One of the reasons was mentioned in the discussion of vocal hygiene — 
namely, the colorless, wooden quality of voice resulting from habitual 
strain. A strained voice tightens up and loses its elasticity; and elasticity 
is particularly important in suggesting emotion. Another reason is the 
common form of inhibition growing out of shyness, timidity, false modesty 
— a temperamental unwillingness to “wear the heart on the sleeve." This 
is quite understandable in beginners, and not altogether a bad sign, for it 
betokens a sensitive nature which, properly developed, may eventually 
make a good actor; but nobody can go very far as an actor until he can 
conquer the inhibition, at least on the stage. Another reason is just plain 
inexperience in using the voice emotionally; it afflicts those who make a 
habit of repressing or concealing their emotibns in everyday life, and 
cultivating calm, judicial voices. Such persons, especially if they come late 
to the stage, find it very hard to shake off the habit. But the most trouble- 
some reason of all, because it is a continuing or recurring one, is the dis- 
traction which is so common during rehearsals, when the actor’s vocal 
habits are being formed. Nobody can put much sincere emotional quality 
into his voice when the director and the prompter are constantly inter- 
rupting, stage carpenters are hammering, electricians fiddling with the 
lights, and so on. Having repeated his lines so many times under these 
conditions, he finds it hard not to memorize them in half-hearted unemo- 
tional tones. Some of these may wear off in performance, and emotional 
overtones may develop under the influence of audience response; but not, 
as a rule, until several performances have been wasted. The situation is 
especially serious for the amateur, who may rehearse a play fifteen to 
twenty times, hut perform it only three or four times — ^perhaps only once. 
After several years of such experience in the same ratio, he will have used 
his voice so many times under conditions unfavorable to emotional over- 
tones, and so few times under favorable conditions, that it would not be 
strange if he actually got worse instead of better. Dare I suggest that this 
is still another reason for acting at rehearsals, as imag ina tively and sin- 
cerely and whole-heartedly as possible? 

Unfortunately, there is not much that the individual actor can do to 
correct the distractions and confusion of rehearsal. But there is something 
he can do to counteract the effect on his own voice, and to increase its 
flexibility and emotional responsiveness. He can set aside a few minutes 
a day for vocal exercises, including exercises specifically designed to enrich 
his emotional overtones. In addition to such basic breathing and vocaliza- 
tion exercises as are listed at the end of this chapter, he can employ a simple 
and very effective technique to widen the range of variation in his voice 
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iind at the same time to heighten the kinesthetic associations between vocal 
tone and emotional content. That technique is nothing more than abun- 
dant reading aloud of varied emotional material, with intentional exag- 
geration of emotional response, but with no audience present. Lyric poetry 
offers the widest range of different emotions, most directly expressed, and 
in the most concentrated doses; but the choice need not be confined to 
that. Some prose, some passages of scripture, some excerpts from drama, 
and what not, may be mixed in. Selections should be chosen to represent 
as many shades of emotion as possible: joy, fear, grief, anger, excitement, 
compassion, horror, amusement, bitterness, sarcasm, discouragement, 
love, hatred, despair, enthusiasm, and so on. Several unlike emotions 
should be included in each day’s exercises, but not too many; enough to 
teach flexibility in the change of mood, but not enough to confuse and blur 
the sensibilities. On every selection the greatest possible care should be 
taken to find the correct mood, and to express it accurately and sincerely. 

Remembering that he is alone, with nobody to laugh at him, and that 
what he is doing is just an exercise and not a pattern for public perform- 
ance, the actor should throw himself into the reading with as complete an 
abandonment to whole-hearted emotion as possible. He should give his 
imagination full play, and lay the emotion on thick, carrying it to the point 
of considerable exaggeration, far beyond anything he would dream of using 
before an audience. If his normal voice is exceptionally repressed, he may 
well carry the exaggeration at first to the point of burlesque; since a highly 
repressed person who fears to let true emotion creep into his voice will 
often have much less fear of burlesque emotion. Once he has begun to 
loosen up, however, he should lay aside any element of ridicule, for after 
all his ultimate objective is to develop sincere emotional overtones, not 
mock ones. They may still be exaggerated beyond anything he would wish 
to use in public, but they should be imaginatively true to the character 
and the situation. 

Daily sessions of this kind will usually bring considerable improvement 
in emotional overtones in a few weeks. They cannot, of course, overcome 
deep-seated dullness or woodenness of tone due to strain, fatigue, or disease 
— ^though they may mitigate it slightiy. But they can do wonders to over- 
come the ordinary faults resulting from inhibition or inexperience. 

Voice Psojection 

The problem of projection in the theatre has already been discussed from 
several angles, in relation to the actor’s subjective rapport with the au- 
dience, to good elocution in the reading of the lines, and to the nature of the 
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comedy sense. In the matter of voice projection all of these things are 
relevant, for there is a psychological element in voice projection as well as a 
physical one. But the physical problem of voice projection needs attention 
too. 

Almost any reasonably healthy young person can make himself, or her- 
self, heard in a large theatre, if only by shouting. There are exceptions, 
of course, even to that. Now and then one finds a young man— or more 
often a young woman — ^with a longing to act, but with a voice so faint and 
breathy that it cannot be comfortably heard halfway back in the smallest 
theatre. Such cases are not necessarily incurable, but a young person in 
that state should put aside all notion of acting until a competent vocal 
teacher has had a chance to do something about his voice, and he has made 
enough progress to show that a cure is possible. Most young people, how- 
ever, can make themselves heard; the question is, do they? And can they 
do it without shouting? Shouting is not acting, and the student should set 
early about the task of learning to project his voice without seeming to 
shout. 

The first problem is adequate breath support — that is, an adequate 
flow of breath, so applied to vocalization as to support the tones firmly. 
People who have led sedentary lives for many years with little occasion 
to use their voices publicly, are seldom able to support their tones ade- 
quately the first time they try to act. This is rarely due to insufificient lung 
capacity. More often it is due to acquired habits of laziness in the muscles 
involved in breathing, which leads to shallow rather than deep breathing, 
and chronically inadequate breath reserve. People who do most of their 
talking in easy chairs get into the habit of using undertones requiring very 
little breath support, and of starting their sentences on half-empty lungs 
rather than full ones. When such a person is suddenly called upon to speak 
in public, he will start with the lungs half empty, and his voice will lack 
firmness and body. If warned to take a deep breath he can usually do so 
only with self-conscious effort; and then, instead of using the breath to 
support the tone, he wiU let it go again just before starting to speak, and 
start on half-empty lungs after all. Sometimes, under prodding from an 
instructor, he will make five or six unsuccessful attempts before he finally 
succeeds in getting a sentence started on a full breath. 

A person who has got into that wretched habit can get out of it only by 
persistent effort, applied through carefully controlled daily exercises. He 
can never get out of it just by trying to remember to breathe deeply when 
actually pla3dng — or r^earsing-^a part; that will only distract his atten- 
tion from the meaning and ruin his acting, without helping the voice. In 
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this or any other problem of habit correction it is absolutely essential that 
the corrective measures be organized as special exercises to be done in 
regular and frequent, but special, periods, and never allowed to distract 
the mind from its creative activities. 

A second problem, closely related to that of breath support, is that of 
breathiness in vocalization. It is the combination of breathy tone with in- 
adequate breath support wliich accounts for many of the worst cases of 
inaudibility. But even a speaker who has adequate reserve breath and 
starts each phrase on a full breath may still produce weak, blurred tones if 
he wastes his breath. A breathy voice is simply one in which the breath is 
applied faster than is necessary to produce a clear tone, with the result that 
the tone is blurred by the rush of wasting breath, and the lungs are emptied 
sooner and more frequently than is necessary or desirable. That is why 
breathlessness, or shortness of breath, is so often associated with breathi- 
ness of tone. You cannot waste your breath and still have plenty in reserve 
for longer sentences; and you cannot dilute a vocal tone with a hiss of 
surplus breath without losing the clarity and firmness of tone needed for 
efficient voice projection. 

The correction of breathiness is neither complicated nor mysterious; 
but it does take time and persistent application. It is all a matter of learn- 
ing the kinesthetic difference between a breathy tone and a dear one, and 
then practicing clear ones until they become habitual, A dear tone, al- 
though much louder and easier to project than a breathy one, uses amaz- 
ingly little air. What comes out of the mouth is sound vibration, not flow 
of air. There is a very simple test for breathiness of tone: a lighted match 
or candle held dose in front of the open mouth. If the tone is breathy it 
will cause the flame to dance around, or even to go out. But a dear tone 
may be poured through the flame with enough volume to fill the Metro- 
politan Opera House and the flame will bum serenely on without a flicker. 
A little practice with this test will soon teach the student actor the differ- 
ence between dear and breathy tones in terms, of their sound, their carry- 
ing power, and the way they fed to him in production. He will be aston- 
ished to note how long one good breath will last on a dear tone. It is said 
that Caruso once sang 266 separate notes on one breath; he could not have 
done so if he had wasted any of it on breathy tones. 

In sodal conversation, breathy tones often convey a sense of quiet 
modesty or refinement, and that may be one reason why many people, 
espedally women, and espedally people who are a little shy, get into the 
habit of breathy speech. On the stage, a suggestion of breathy tone may 
sometimes be desirable to convey an implication of modesty or shyness in a 
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character; but it should never be carried to the point of ruining the pro- 
jection. An actor who has cleared his voice of all habitual breathiness can 
always recall some degree of breathy quality when he needs it for some 
special purpose in characterization; but an actor who is a slave to the habit 
of breathiness is helpless when clear tones are needed. 

Next to breathiness, perhaps the most frequent cause of poor projection 
is failure to direct the voice to the place where it should go. Many actors 
have the distressing habit — deplored in an earlier chapter — of looking 
down too much; and their voices are frequently lost in the footlight trough 
or the orchestra pit. Others do too much of their speaking across the stage, 
in profile to the audience; or they speak up stage whenever addressing 
characters farther up stage than themselves. This is especially bad when 
the stage is set with wings and borders, for the open spaces in such a set- 
ting permit the sound to go off into the wings or up into the flies instead 
of out into the auditorium. Even with a box setting, there may be sound 
pockets on either side and above, made by the slight projection of the 
tormentors and the teaser; sometimes those elements have gaps behind 
them to provide room for lighting units, but permitting some escape of 
sound into the wings and flies. An actor talking straight across the stage 
usually has little conception of how much projection he is losing by it. The 
trouble is that his voice sounds just as loud to him as if he were speaking 
straight front — or even louder; and if he is speaking up stage it sounds 
a great deal louder, because it boimces back at him from the walls and 
ceiling of the set. In modern naturalistic acting it is not practical to have 
aU lines spoken straight front; but the actor must realize that whenever 
there is good reason to direct a line across stage or up stage it must be at 
least 20 percent louder (and perhaps as much as 6o percent or 8o percent 
louder) to be heard as clearly out front as a line directed that way — and 
this in spite of his ovm illusion to the contrary. 

Whenever possible — ^which is a large part of the time — ^the actor should 
project his voice towards the audience, not always necessarily at the same 
angle, but generally at such an angle as to make the sound travel freely to 
aU parts of the house. A good rule is to keep it up a little higher than would 
seem necessary, since the maximum absorption of sound usually takes place 
in the sea of heads on the main seating floor; and to keep it at such an angle 
as to miss the sides of the proscenium frame. The best angle, both hori- 
zontal and vertical, must be found by experiment, and differs greatly in 
different theatres. So, of course, do the acoustic difficulties. A ceiling with 
cross beams, for instance, will catch some of the sound and bounce it back 
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at the actor 30 that he thinks he is speaking louder than he is, -while people 
sitting at the back of the auditorium have difficulty hearing him. A vaulted 
or domed ceiling, if smooth and not too high, helps distribute the sound 
efficiently; but a hard surface, especially a flat one, creates reverberations, 
and a broken up ceiling absorbs much sound. The worst acoustics known 
to me in a hall intended for play production and ordinary public address 
are those of Irvine Auditorium, at the University of Pennsylvania. The 
ceiling is high and vaulted, with many segments sharply divided by deep 
ridges so that each segment becomes a separate pocket to trap the sound; 
if the architect had set out to design a hall on the principle of the Mam'Tn 
silencer he could hardly have done better. Commercial theatres, especially 
the smaller ones common in New York, are usually better designed and 
easier on the actor trying to project his voice; but there are many school 
and college auditoriums, clubhouses, and halls, occasionally used as thea- 
tres, which are models of bad acoustics. 

In the worst of these places no actor can project his voice successfully 
-without raising the actual volume, if not to the point of shouting, at least 
to the point at which a perfect illusion of naturalness becomes extremely 
difficult. It is therefore wise for the student actor to keep building up his 
vocal reserve power much beyond his immediate needs, and also to learn 
all the little tricks in the actor’s trade which help him in voice projection. 

One of these is to keep his pitch flexible so that he can modify it when 
necessary to fit the characteristics of a particular theatre — ^not enough, of 
course, to falsify a character or a mood, but enough to ease an otherwise 
difficult effect here and there. There is no recipe for this; it is just a matter 
of careful experiment in rehearsal. But it sometimes happens that a key 
word which reverberates and gets lost on a certain pitch, or which is 
unduly absorbed, -will come clear a half-tone higher or lower. 

Another is to adjust his tempo slightly in order to avoid the reverber- 
ation period of the theatre. This is the problem that train ushers have to 
-wrestle with in its most exasperating form when they announce trains in the 
huge reverberating vaults that we build for railroad stations; in such ex- 
treme cases the speaker must wait for all the reverberations of a word to 
die away before uttering the next word at all. Happily, actors are hot 
asked to play — and should never attempt to play — ^in such impossible 
places; but even in regular theatres there are slight differences in reverber- 
ation period which skillful actors will take into account, though some- 
times quite unconsciously. 

Another is to manage his movements and business in such a way as 
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to project the largest possible number of his lines — especially his most 
important lines — directly to the audience, yet with tlie least possible sug- 
gestion that he is doing it on purpose. ' 

The most useful device for accomplishing this is the pull of opposite 
forces, right and left, with a resultant forte between them, an example of 
which (from You Can't Take It With You) was given in the chapter on 
Comedy. In that example a character moving right was stopped by a 
question from the left; instead of answering without turning, or turning 
completely to the left to answer, he stopped in his stride, turned only half- 
way to the left while his posture still suggested that he was going right, 
and answered the question with his face front and his voice projected 
straight to the audience. The same principle is involved whenever an actor 
contrives to have one force (such as a piece of business or an intended 
movement) pulling him in one direction, while another force (such as a 
cue from another player, or the need to indicate the character addressed) 
is pulling him in the other, the resultant force being halfway between. 
The device not only enables him to project his voice directly to the audi- 
ence, but does so without the slightest suggestion that he is doing it in- 
tentionally; properly managed, it seems like the most natural sort of acci- 
dent. Thus a character looking out a window at right or left, and turning 
halfway back to speak to somebody in the room behind him, projects his 
voice straight front; so does one warming his hands at a fireplace at right 
or left, or sitting at a desk against the side wall, or primping at a mirror, 
or dusting a mantelpiece, or looking for a book on a shelf, or pouring a 
drink at a sideboard, or looking at a picture on the side wall. The device 
is one of the most useful bits of everyday technique in acting, and it is a 
poor director who does not teach it to the beginner in his first part. 

In real life we do not always stare directly at everybody we speak to or 
who speaks to us; but the inexperienced actor seems obsessed with the 
notion that he must do so on the stage. If he is sitting on a sofa facing the 
audience, and a character up stage to his left speaks to him, he seems to 
feel that he must rotate his head like a weather vane to the left, at con- 
siderable risk of spraining his neck, until his nose points directly at the 
other character; or if his neck is too sore from previous attempts he may 
squirm around on the sofa and sit sidewise for the same purpose. This is 
entirely unnecessary for convincing naturalism, and it is highly detri- 
mental to good voice projection. AH that is needed is for him to tilt his 
head slightly back and to the left, and deflect his eyes a little more so, and 
the audience gets a perfectly clear illusion that he is talking to the char- 
acter concerned; while at the same time his voice is projected well out into 
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the auditorium— a little to his left, but high, and at an efficient angle for 
good distribution. The same tec hni que, with minor variations, will serve 
when he is sitting at one side of a table talking to a character on the other 
side; or even when he and another character are standing and talking at 
stage center. He should remind himself frequently that in nine stage 
situations out of ten direction may be indicated just as clearly by tilting 
the head as by turning it, and with far less sacrifice of good voice projec- 
tion. 


Enunciation 

Clear enunciation may well be thought of as a problem in stage diction, 
but it is so vitally related to good voice projection that it seems best to 
discuss it here. 

A good deal has already been said about some phases of the problem in 
connection with the reading of lines. Good elocution, in one meaning of 
that term, is identical with good enunciation. Clear enunciation, as distinct 
from good pronunciation, is a relatively simple matter. That does not unpa n 
that it is easy; nor does it mean that it is unimportant. But enunciation is 
not so much a matter of technical knowledge, or of controversial stand- 
ards, as of good sense and persistent application. Clear enunciation is 
merely clarity of utterance. It is the articulate phase of voice in action. 
Like any other good thing it may be overdone, in the sense that one’s 
enunciation may be too self-conscious or too precise to be convincingly 
natural and free from distraction. Short of that, however, it is largely a 
matter of practice and skill in making one’s utterance heard and under- 
stood. 

Nevertheless, there are a few basic principles, and a few special wrinkles, 
in connection with stage emmciation that might well be given some at- 
tention. 

The first and most important is that good enunciation for the theatre is 
good enunciation of the spoken language as it is, and not as some literal- 
minded bookworm thinks it ought to be; and it is good enunciation of what 
the particular character would say in the given situation. It has nothing 
to do with printing, and it is no part of the actor’s job to teach the audience 
how the words are spelled or to prove his own knowledge of spelling. Too 
often an actor attempts to achieve good enunciation by taking words and 
phrases apart visually and exaggerating the enunciation of unaccented 
syllables and connective particles (such as the article “a” and the preposi- 
tion “to”), throwing them out of their proper relation to the accented 
syllables and calling audience attention to the least important parts of the 
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language rather than the parts that carry the main thought; or he gives 
equal and artificial value to all the syllables, accented or unaccented, in 
long words like “extraordinary” or “unparliamentary”; or he ties his 
tongue into knots trying to pronounce difficult sounds indicated in the 
spelling but long since elided in ordinary speech, like the th in "asthma” 
or “clothes,”^ the st in “postscript,” the h in “Philharmonic,” the t in 
“waistcoat” or “postpone," and so on. Some of these were mentioned in 
connection with the reading of the lines, and more will be discussed in the 
next chapter. The point here is that a theatre audience is not interested 
in spdling; it is interested in getting the thought, in terms of the character 
and situation. Any clarification of speech which helps to project meaning 
without falsifying character or distracting attention is desirable. Any 
clarification which exaggerates normally subordinate sounds or syllables 
is not. 

Considered as a problem in voice, good enunciation is largely a matter of 
uttering the accented syllables with enough clarity and with sharp enough 
differentiation of the vowels to carry well, and pronouncing all the con- 
sonants normally pronounced in speech with as much clarity as is consistent 
with the characterization — plus a slight margin to compensate for distance 
and acoustic difficulties. In many cases, a slight lengthening of the ac- 
cented syllables is desirable in order to differentiate the vowels more 
clearly or to overcome reverberation periods; and also to permit enough 
flow of tone to convey mood and feeling. 

This is not to say that unaccented syllables are to be left out of con- 
sideration altogether. Except when necessary to portray character, un- 
accented syllables should not be allowed to become quite as blurred as 
they are likely to be in ordinary conversation, nor should they be elided 
altogether except in positions where they would regularly be elided in 
cultivated speech. Many actors lose their unaccented syllables, espedally 
at the ends of words, by dropping the volume on them; this may be due 
to depletion of breath, or to a mental lapse in failing to follow through. 
The aire is not to lengthen unaccented syllables or overparticularize them, 
but to practice better breath support, remembering that it is not necessary 
to starve a syllable of breath in order to keep it short and subordinate. 

There is one trick known to experienced actors which is very helpful in 
keeping the unaccented syllables clear, and that is a general habit of using 
[e] and especially [i] for the short vowels in preference to the more relaxed 

* See the .entry on "clothes” in Kenyon and Knott's Pranaimeing Dietionwy a/ Americait 
EngUsk. 
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vowels, [a], [o], and [3].® The habit should not be carried to excess, but 
actors who have some measure of it are likely to be found among the 
winners of Academy awards for good diction, and among those rated by 
the public as easy to understand. The reason is that the Tii gH front vowels 
carry more easily than the indeterminate vowels, and that even when very 
short they help to clarify adjacent consonants. For example, ^kredit usu- 
ally carries better than 'kredat; 'flarid better than 'florod; 'setitjud better 
than 'aetatud; fili'ddfja better than fala'dAlfja; 'baeskit better than 
'bffiskat; 'kwontiti better than 'kwonadi; deTiri: better tTiB-n da'bri:, and 
so on. Any actor attempting to modify his unaccented vowels in this way 
should be extremely careful not to lengthen or overemphasize them; and 
of course he should be careful not to indulge in any form of clarification 
out of character. 

One other trick of the trade may be useful; and that is simply a little 
extra care in following through on final consonants, including s, t, m, and 
especially n. A good strong n helps carry tone, and is another characteristic 
usually noted in those who win awards for good diction. 

A useful general rule in relation to enunciation — to be interpreted, of 
course, with judgment, and with some exceptions — ^is that in accented 
syllables it is the vowels which are most often critical in their effect on 
clearness, while in the unaccented syllables it is the consonants. ■ 

The most important rule of all, however, is one that applies to the whole 
problem of voice, and to many other things, and that the reader must be 
weary of by now: Work it all out early in rehearsals, but do not think 
about it when the audience is in, 

EXERCISES 

It is important that all exercises for improvement of vocal habits should be 
done as exercise in separate periods set apart for the purpose. They should be 
done daily, with great regularity, but the daUy periods should be short, that 
they may not become burdensome. Vocal exercises should be done in fresh air, 
and the best time for them is when a study period is being interrupted for the 
purpose of airing the room. They should be done slowly at first, with great 
moderation, and never carried to the point of strain or discomfort. Many good 
exercises, when done for the first time by a person unaccustomed to them, may 
cause a slight giddiness or shortness of breath. That is a sign to stop and rest; 
but with practice the effect will wear off. The student should take his time and 
not force matters, and he should not wait until he is working on a part before 
starting to correct a faulty voice, 

* See again the chart in Chapter XV. 
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1. To wake up a lazy diaphragm. With the mouth closed, inhale a comfortably 
full breath; then exhale and inhale small amounts of air in rapid succession, very 
much as a dog pants, but through the nose, not the mouth. After six or eight 
cycles release i^e breath, rest, then repeat. When it gets easier, increase the num- 
ber of cycles, but do not be in a hurry to do so. Remind yourself that the musdea 
that are doing this work are the ones that should bear the strain when you are 
speaking in a large theatre. Keep the throat relaxed. 

2. To encourage deep breaUting. With the mouth closed, inhale slowly in a suc- 
cession of very short “sips" (but through the nose), packing each sip into the 
lu ngs on top of the previous ones, and closing the glottal valve after it to hold 
it in. Continue until the lungs are comfortably full; hold it a second or two, and 
tlien release the air. Rest a few seconds, and repeat. Keep the throat relaxed. 

3. To cultivate central control. Repeat the “sipping and packing” exercise, but 
on exhaling open the valve gently instead of suddenly, exhaling very slowly, 
and controlling the flow by means of the body muscles and not by constricting 
the throat Repeat several times. Then try the sipping without the packmg; 
that is, hold each increment of breath with the body muscles without closing the 
valve, but without letting any air go until the lungs are comfortably full. Then 
exhale gradually as before. Keep the throat relaxed. 

4. To build up breath reserve. With the mouth closed, inhale evenly and deeply, 
but fairly quickly; then exhale slowly, but only to the point of letting what you 
think is half of the air go; then quickly replenish to full capacity, and repeat 
three or four times. Then release the reserve, rest a while, and repeat. After 
several weeks on this exercise, try letting only one-third of the air go before re- 
filling the lungs. Keep tlie throat relaxed. 

5. To support the voice. After all the above exercises have become familiar 
and easy, modify Exercise 4 by vocalizing on the one-third exhalation. At first, 
use a simple sound of [a] or [o], without inflection. After that grows easier, begin 
varying the pitch within the middle range of your voice. Then try a connected 
phrase or short sentence (five to eight words). Change the material frequently. 
Remember always to start the vocalization on the full breath, and to replenish 
before repeatmg. Do not be afrtud to work the diaphragm hard, but keep the 
throat relaxed. 

t. To decrease breathiness. First practice the test with a lighted match, as 
described in the text of the chapter. Then practice vocalizing breathy and dear 
tones alternately, on the same vowel sound. After several days of this change the 
vowel. After several days with each common vowel try them over again with a 
slight change of pitch. After some weeks, begin using words, phrases, and finally 
sentences, always alternating breathy tones with clear tones, but gradually in- 
creasing the frequency of repetition on the clear tones, and decreasing it on the 
breathy ones. Keep the throat relaxed. 

7. To lower habitual pitch. Choose an easy sentence with a fair number of 
sonorous vowels in it and some implication of a sympathetic mood. Say it over 
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several times in a normal pitch for your own voice, with enough volume to pro- 
ject in an average theatre. Then tiy intoning or chanting it at about the same 
average pitch. Repeat several times, trying to h the pitch in mind; finding it 
on a piano may help. Then deliberately lower the pitch one full tone, and repeat 
the intoned sentence several times at the lower pitch. Then try to speak it on 
the lower pitch. Try a different sentence each day. Do not attempt to lower pitch 
more than one tone for at least a couple of months after staitmg this exercise, 
and do not expect quick results. Keep the throat relaxed. 

8. To mprove rmam, With the lips moist and very lightly closed, choose an 
easy middle pitch and hum it on the sound of m {wt n), keepmg the tone as far 
forward in the head as possible so that the bones of the face vibrate and the lips 
tingle slightly. Practice this until It is well mastered. Then change the pitch 
occasionally. Then try it with three-note or five-note exercises in easy intervals. 
After several weeks of this, try opening the lips occasionally, after beginning 
the tone, so that the hum turns into an open tone, but without otherwise chang- 
ing the placmg of the resonance. Keep the throat relaxed. (Some of the world's 
best singers have claimed that this exercise, with some elaboration, is the only 
one needed to develop a good vocal tone.) 


CHAPTER XV 


Stage Diction 

T he problem of stage diction is one of the most complicated and 
technical that the actor has to face. Strictly speaking, “diction" 
means the choice of words, and the actor, of course has little to do with 
that. But he has a great deal to do with the dioice of word forms and 
sounds, and the term “stagfe diction” is here used in the popular sense to 
cover his choice of inflections, rhythms, tempos, intonations, and especially 
pronundations — ^in short, of those elements that give character to his 
words as distinct from audibility. We have no concern here with the con- 
troversial question of what standards of pronundation the American 
people ought to recognise in the schools or use on the street; but we have a 
proper concern with what standards the actor should learn as part of his 
art. 

Clearly there are two problems involved, not just one. The first is what 
standard to use for straight parts or in straight plays — that is, plays that 
call for no spedal peculiarity of diction as portraying period, nationality, 
or spedal locale. The second is how to choose the right pronunciations and 
intonations for plays that do have such peculiarities — ^period plays, Eng- 
lish plays being acted in America, plays set in foreign, or regional, or pro- 
vindal backgrounds, or calling for local dialects. 

Each of these problems has many phases. A dassic play may call for a 
somewhat different standard from that acceptable in a more popular type 
of straight play. A play on a universal or cosmopolitan theme may call for 
more (or less) localism, according to its nature. A play in verse may call 
for a more formal style of diction than a prose play. The varieties of local 
or dialect plays are legion. And of course there are spedal problems for 
individual actors, since a straight play may indude one or two dialect 
characters, and a regional play may include some who do not speak the 
local dialect. 

It is normally the director, not the actor, who must make the dedsion 
in such matters. It is he who must say whether an English play is to be 
done with British or American pronundations and intonations, and to what 
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degree. In classic plays, translated plays, and period plays, it is he who 
must decide whether to attempt such diction as would be expected on the 
New York or London stage, or to conform to the local dialect in the town 
where his theatre is located — or to steer a middle course. In other words, 
it is the director (with perhaps an executive council to advise him) who 
must shape the policy. 

But it will do no good for a director to shape a policy unless the actors 
can carry it out. It is the actor’s job to know enough about stage diction, 
and to have enough facility in controlling his own, to give the director 
whatever standard or level he calls for. Almost any actor can speak the 
dialect of his home town. The question is, can he speak a more cosmo- 
politan kind of English, suitable for plays not local in their setting? Can 
he speak English suitable for a characteristically British play — a Shaw 
play, a Barrie play, a Milne, or Maugham, or Lonsdale play, for example? 
Can he speak a sufficiently cultivated kind of English for a poetic play? 
And can he do a Yiddish, or Irish, or Italian, or French, or Pennsylvania 
Dutch, or Yankee, or Hoosier, or Cracker, or Cajun, or Brooklyn dialect 
when called upon? The ability to do regional or foreign dialect may be 
rather a special talent, not necessarily expected of every actor; but every 
actor — ^unless he is content to be permanently typed in his own home 
dialect — ^must be able to achieve a standard of diction suitable for non- 
local plays, and even for classic and poetic plays, if not as they are done 
in New York, at least as they are done in the best theatres of his own part 
of the country. 

A real mastery of good stage diction can be achieved only by years of 
serious study, and an adequate text on the subject might well fill several 
large volumes. All I can hope to do in this chapter is to offer the student a 
few basic suggestions as to how to go about it, and point out a few of the 
most common difficulties. 

The first and most treacherous difficulty arises from the fact that most 
of us sadly confuse the written and spbken languages; we keep altering 
pronunciations to fit spelling, or misspelling to fit pronunciations — though 
we know well enough that English spelling is not consistently phonetic, 
and complain a good deal about it. The actor, of course, studies Ms part 
from a written or printed text, and then has to translate it into pronun- 
ciation. A good director may give Mm some help on prommciation, but in 
many cases he has difficulty because he has begun with visual images, and 
because his ear is poorly trained. He is almost sure to be mfl.uenced by the 
spellings, and the spellings are not phonetic. 
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Phonetic Representation oe Speech Sounds 

A serious student of speech— for acting or for any other purpose— cannot 
too strongly be urged to begin his study by mastering at least the rudiments 
of the International Phonetic Alphabet, a system of symbols that do cor- 
respond to vocal sounds, and by means of which any pronunciation of any 
word can be recorded accurately on paper. Though the “I.P.A.” (as it is 
commonly called) looks very strange to a person seeing it for the first 
time, it is not really difficult. Anybody with a high school education and 
enough intelligence to make any kind of an actor could certainly gain a 
working knowledge of it in a couple of weeks. The advantage of learning 
the I.P.A. lies not only in the fact that it enables the actor to take notes 
on pronunciation in symbols that stand for sounds, and always for the 
same sounds, but also in the fact that it teaches him to think in terms of 
speech sounds rather than in terms of the fantastic spellings that belong 
to the printed language. It is both a useful tool and a stimulus to the 
cultivation of a good ear for speech; and to an actor the latter is invaluable. 

A working knowledge of the I.P.A. does not, of course, mean an ex- 
haustive knowledge of all the variant and intermediate symbols, gradation 
marks, special signs, and so on, used by phonetic scholars in what they 
call “narrow” transcriptions, intended to record with scientific precision 
aU the minor variations in speech of interest to linguistic specialists. That 
would involve years of study, much of it with laboratory instruments, and 
would require a knowledge of other languages. A working knowledge for 
the actor means a sufficient knowledge of the basic symbols (for English 
and .^erican sounds only) to enable him to look up a word in a modern 
pronouncing dictionary without feeling like a fool; or to set down his own 
idea of how a word is, or ought to be, pronounced, in terms of symbols 
that are sufficiently accurate for what the phonetician calls a “broad” 
transcription — that is, an approximate one. 

A serious student should certainly own at least one text on phonetics, 
based on American practice, such as the one by Kantner and West. If he 
hopes to attain any proficiency in British speech he might well invest also 
in the standard text by Daniel Jones. He should by all means own a copy 
of Fowler’s Modern English Usage (one of the most useful books on any 
reference shelf); also at least one good pronouncing dictionary, and pref- 
erably two — one for American standards and one for British. Kenyon and 
Knott’s Pronouncing Dictionary of American English is a good one for the 
former, and Daniel Jones’s An English Pronouncing Dictionary is best for 
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[ e ] iAin, tthei, ba/A; (lingua-dental, 
voiceless) 

[ 0 ] tJiTS, ei/Aer, baiAe; (lingua-dental, 
voiced) 

[ s ] sin, fussy, bus; (sibilant, voice- 
less) 

[ z ] zoo, fuzzy, buzz; (sibilant, 
voiced) 
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[ r ] (Scotch trill) corrn, bami. 

[ c ] (one-tap trill) very, sorry, Amer- 
ican; (as in Eng.) 

[ tS ] cAurch, KcAy, cello; (voiceless) 
Ids] jewel, eige, /ello; (voiced) 

[hw] wAen, whaX, wAich; (Old Eng. 
Am», now heard chiefly in eastern 
U. S.).‘ 


CHART OF VOWEL POSITIONS 



These flgures show diagrommatically the positions toward which the tongue tends to 
concentrate on each of the common vowels. The speaker is assumed to be facing left. 
Thus [i] is the extreme high front vowel, [n] the high back, [a) the low front, and [q) 
the low back. A is the usual diagram, but gives a slightly fdse impression, since the 
tongue does not move in straight lines and turn corners. B is suggested as an alternative 
concept; if the student will pronounce the vowels in J3 in a continuous flow of breath, 
beginning with [i], his kines^etic sensations will seem more in keeping with B than A. 
Both diagrams ignore lip, jaw, and lateral tongue movements. Note that the relaxed 
vowels , ([3], [0], and [ a ]) fall into the central position, which is what the tongue does 
when relied. 

<at\ 

distinguish the sound in “seem” or “free” he uses the'iiiMne symbol plus 
the phonetic lengthener [i] (practically a colon) and makes it £ii]. Thus 
for “keen” he writes kiin, and for “kin” he writes kin; whereas almost 
any other phonetician in the world would write kin for “keen” (or kiin 
if he wished to emphasize its length) ; and he would write km for “kin.” 
Jones also uses [e] for the sound in such words as “get,” “ten,” or 
“weather”; and he uses the symbol [e] (which Kenyon and Knott use for 
the sound just mentioned) almost exclusively for the first element in the 
diphthong [eo] as heard in such words as “air,” “bare,” or “mayor” (es- 
pecially as the Londoner says them, omitting the r) . These are the chief 
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oddities in the Jones method; but he is perfectly consistent about them, 
and once the reader has caught on they do not lessen the usefulness of his 
dictionary. It should be understood, of course, that Jones gives only the 
London, or southeastern English standard, and that he is no guide to 
the pronunciations of Scotland, Lancashire, or Devonshire, much less of the 
United States. Nevertheless, that is the standard of the English stage, and 
of English actors, many of whom are heard regularly on our stage and 
screen. 

The chief oddity in the Kenyon and Knott dictionary — shared, I regret 
to say, by some other American phoneticians — ^is the blanket use of the 
symbol [e] to cover everything from the short vowel in the first syllable of 
“vacation” to the unmistakable [ei] diphthong in words like “away,” 
"shame,” or “sleigh.” This is done in the name of simplification, but is 
grossly misleading to the young actor trying to cultivate an ear. The [e] 
sound is naturally short and unstable; if prolonged at all it tends to glide 
into [ei] or [elj. These sounds are extremely common in English, and are 
normally found in long syllables, which is why they are popularly called 
“English long o” (at least when they are spelled with that letter) ; but they 
are normally diphthongs. Few, if any, Americans say o'we for “away” 
(though Britishers may occasionally do so); they say a'wei or o'wei or 
a'wel. But Kenyon and Knott, like Jones, are generally consistent in their 
sins, and if the actor using their book will just remember that their [e] 
should, in accented syllables, usually be read as [ei] or [ei], he can go on 
training his ear. 

Just as in using Jones the reader must allow for the London bias, in 
using Kenyon and Knott he must allow for a midwestern bias. Most 
American phoneticians today reside in the middle west, and in dividing 
all American speech into three parts, “Eastern,” “Southern,” and “Gen- 
eral American,” thejj^assume that midwestern speech is General American 
and the other tw^ itiority dialects. By Eastern they mean the speech of 
New England tdcihe Hudson River Valley. By Southern, they mean the 
speech of “Dixie.” But whenever a pronunciation current in the north 
central states differs from that current in most of New York State, Penn- 
sylvania, New Jersey, Delaware, or Maryland, or the mountain states, the 
southwest, California, or the Pacific northwest, it is the corn-belt pro- 
nunciation that they label “General American,” and the other is labeled 
“Eastern,” “Southern,” or left out altogether. Perhaps an unbiased pro- 
nouncing dictionary is an impossibility, as a complete one certainly is. But 
at this writing the two mentioned are the best available in I.P.A., and the 
most useful to a student actor trying to develop an ear. 
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In addition to the lengthener [i] already mentioned, the student should 
know one or two other supplementary marks commonly used in phonetic 
transcription. Most important is the accent mark ['], which always precedes 
the accented syllable (contrary to practice in most popular dictionaries). 
A secondary accent is indicated by a similar mark inverted [,], also pre- 
ceding ^e syllable. A smaU dot or very short vertical line beneath a con- 
sonant indicates that it is vocalized as a syllable even though no separate 
vowel IS heard; thus “pickle” may be written as 'pikl rather tbgn 'pikol 
if the [o] is too short to be heard; and “open” may be 'op^ rather than 
oupon if very short. A nasal quality is indicated by the symbol ["] over 
the vowel aifected;^ thus mSn is nasal, but meen is not. No capital letters 
axe used in phonetic script, and no punctuation marks appear in the dic- 
tionaries, though a simplified system of punctuation is used in transcribing 
whole sentences and paragraphs. It need not concern us here. 

Before the student is left to his own resources in the further study of 
I.P.A., a word or two should be said about the vowels, and especially the 
glides. In this connection, he should make himself farr^-Ugr ^ith the ac- 
companying Chart of Vowel Positions. 

The distinctness and quality of a speaker's vowels profoundly influence 
the impression he makes on others — on or off the stage. In Britain it is 
widely said that nobody can expect to rise economically above four pounds 
a week unless his vowels are reasonably pure. There is a hint in this for 
the actor who wishes to be convmcing in portraying cultivated characters. 
A study of the vowel positions in conjunction with the Key Chart of 
symbols will eventually help one to distinguish between pure vowels and 
distorted or diphthongized ones. 

It is the glides and diphthongs that make most of the trouble. A diph- 
thong starts with one vowel and ends with another; but unless there is a 
perceptible hiatus between, it glides from one position to another through 
intermediate positions, even if very rapidly. For that reason it is easier 
to understand them by thinking of them as glides rather, than as pairs of 
separate sounds. Some, like [oi], gUde forward and up, along the main line 
of pure vowel positions. Some, like [au], glide back and up. Some, like 
[io] and [os], glide from a strong front or back position to a relaxed or 
central position. Several people making what they think of as the same 
sound will differ slightly as to where they begin a glide and where they 
end it. Thus the sound popularly called “English long t” as in “time,” may 
vary in different regions or inchviduals as [ai], [ai], [aei], [oi], [ai], or even 
[aei], and still be recognizable as meant for the same sound. Besides differ- 
ing in their points of beginning and ending, diphthongs also differ in their 
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duration, and in the duration of their elements. Thus the effect of [au] is 
quite difEerent when the [a] is long and the [u] short from what it is when 
the [a] is short and the [u] long. 

It is well to keep in mind that dialectal differences are most often to be 
found in the length and position of diphthongs, and in the tendency of 
certain vowels to glide into diphthongs, or for certain diphthongs to 
shorten into single vowels. There are differences in the consonants too, but 
they are generally simpler and less elusive. 

Some Regional Teaits as Potential Disteactions 

For many young actors the most urgent and practical problem in stage 
diction is not how to learn immediately a perfect standard for the New 
York or London stage, nor how to learn special dialects, but how to tone 
down their own most conspicuous regional and other peculiarities enough 
to “get by” with audiences (and directors) outside their own regions. 
Thousands of regional traits, noticeable to phoneticians, seem perfectly 
acceptable in other regions and generally pass unnoticed by the casual 
listener; others seem loaded with special qualities of potential distraction. 
A few contribute to the difficulties of clear projection. 

Phoneticians often amuse themselves by asking a victim to read aloud 
(perhaps before a recording microphone) a sentence which includes the 
three words “Mary,” “marry,” and “merry.” An astounding number of 
careless speakers from many regions pronounce them all alike with a sound 
somewhat closer to 'maeri than 'meri. The traditional pronunciations, of 
course, are approximately 'meori, 'mceri, and 'meri (in England, 'meori, 
'mseri, and 'meri). If people wish to break down these distinctive words 
into a single confusing one, they have a perfect right to do so. The only 
point here is that there is an obvious’ advantage to the actor in being able 
to differentiate them as a matter of dear projection to the audience — 
which he can easily do without distraction, since the traditional pronun- 
ciations are familiar ever3rwhere, even to the people who do not bother to 
use them. That may not be true in another fifty years if the midwestem 
dialect really does become “General American,” for in that dialect there 
is a tendency for most vowels to move towards the [se]. Thus the front 
vowels move back, and 'ligal becomes 'ligol, sit becomes set, and 'peorant 
becomes 'paerant; while the back vowels move forward and toik becomes 
tmk, 'woitar becomes 'watar, and so on. If this tendency is carried to its 
logical condusion there ■wiU someday be no vowel left but [®]. 

Though regional variations are countless, those which may seriously 
embarrass the actor by making themselves distracting to his audience are 
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fortunatdy not very numerous. He is more likely to draw attention to his 
speech by two or three characteristic regional tags repeated a number of 
times in one evening than by ten times the number of minor variations 
used once but not repeated. A few years ago he need hardly have worried 
at all unless heading for the New York stage; but since the advent of 
talking pictures and network radio, people in the most remote towns and 
villages have become familiar with the diction of the foremost American 
and English actors, and while they are not yet ready to approve -such 
diction among the home folks in town meeting, they have come to as- 
sociate acting with a kind of diction much more cosmopolitan than their 
own. In the larger cities and their suburbs audiences readily spot any 
marked provincialism in an actor, unless it happens to be the local one— 
and sometimes even then. 

To mention the dialectal traits of any region that are most likely to be 
noticed in another region is, of course, to risk criticism and controversy, 
if not assassination. Nevertheless, it may be useful to the student of acting 
to know what some people, at least, do notice in that respect; and with 
this thought in mind I shall take the risk. 

An actor who hails from New England is most likely to call attention 
to himself in any other region by his tendency to substitute [a], or even 
[ae], for [a] (especially before f, though he hardly pronounces the r), in 
words like “car,” “hard,” or “bam”; by using [a] or even [a] where most 
Americans use [ae], in words like “past,” “half,” or "laugh”; by inventing 
(probably through false linkage) an imaginary r in “idea”; and by the 
way in which he drops his r in other words — not by the fact that he drops 
it, for the Londoner, the New Yorker, and the southern American do that 
also, but by the degree to which he drops it and the effect on adjacent 
vowels. The Londoner drops it more completely, saying moi for “more,” 
but the New Englander is likely to say mois, with just a suspicion that 
the very short [o] really implies an r. The New Yorker might say moo or 
'mown, and the Southerner might say moi or moio. In positions where the 
r is followed by another consonant, or preceded by an a, the New Eng- 
lander is likely not only to drop it but to modify the preceding vowel in a 
characteristic way. Thus he might say heeid, baein, wAik, and fAist;^ 
whereas the Londoner would say haid,'bain, walk, and fsist, and most 
Americans would say hard, barn, wark (or w^), and farst (or fast). In 
some parts of New England a hard palatal voice is also a common trait, 
with just a suggestion of nasality. It fits in easily with the prevailing [ae] 


‘ The position of the vowel in these words as heard in New England is really neither [a] nor 
[3], but something in between, almost like a lengthened [a]. 
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before r, but is not so universal. Many a New Englander would be spotted 
only by his [se] or [a] before r. 

An actor from New York City might have almost any speech character- 
istics, cosmopolitan or provincial, since that city is one of the most poly- 
glot spots on earth. New York phonetidans can recognize dialectal dif- 
ferences between Brooklyn and Manhattan, or Manhattan and the Bronx, 
not to mention the many foreign accents, and the great difiEerences in 
sodal levels. But an actor raised in New York, with no spedal foreign 
accent, and with average schooling, might be noticed elsewhere for two or 
three rather typical traits. He might drop his r with the peculiar diph- 
thongization of the preceding vowel whidi gives foa or fowa for “four,” 
boad or bowad for “board,” noae or nowae for “north,” keia for “care,” 
hiia or hija for “here,” and so on. If Brooklynish, he might confuse [ai] 
and [sr] to the extent of saying gsil and waid (if not goil and woid) for 
“girl” and “word”; and conversely he might say ail (if not arl) for “oil.” 
If he had mixed a good deal with immigrants he might be caught occa- 
sionally substituting a [t] or [d] for a [e] or [tS], and saying what he tiQks 
of dem bAmz. He might even be caught inserting a [g] after [g] to say 
'siggar instead of 'sigar, or 'haeggig instead of 'hsegig ; or substituting [s] 
for [z] to say bi'kos for bi'koz. New York schools teach more diction than 
most schools, with more cosmopolitan standards, and one result is that 
the young New Yorker sometimes attracts attention less by poor diction 
than by surprisingly high-class diction not yet quite convincingly assimi- 
lated. 

The Philadelphian acting in any other region is most likely to make 
himself noticeable by a combination of nasality with excessive, drawling 
diphthongization. He is not content to say maeon for “man,” bseond for 
“band,” or tseaun for “town” (as the Londoner might do) ; he says m^on, 
bleand, and tfeaun. He lengthens many vowels, with or without a glide, and 
frequently with a relaxing of the adjacent consonant; thus 'woitar be- 
comes 'wDiadr, 'ssetardi becomes 'sSadardi (or even 'sSardi), 'seftar be- 
comes 'Safdar, and 'ordmeri becomes 'oarda,neari (with the [d] often 
degenerating into a glottal plosive heard through the nose). He is likely to 
be lazy about his medial t, saying 'menal for 'mental, and 'inar/sstig for 
'intrastig ; and he is likely to lengthen unaccented syllables even more than 
most Americans, and to use more secondary accents in polysyllabic words. 
He has a few odd local pronunciations like 'wAnameikar for “Wanamaker” 
and 'skukl for “Schuylkill.” He may say strene for “strength,” though he 
is not alone in this. He is almost sure to pronounce his r at full length, but 
without the hard palatal tone and exaggerated jaw action of the west. 
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^ vary charactrfsac PMidelpM^ habita axa a 4ort cm (not cm) for 
‘ I m, and a non-diphthongal or for “our.” ^ 

, ^ actor with a Pennsylvania-Dutch background will probably have 
shahen off such ^tremes as W for Veri or Won for Won before 
attemptu^ to act m another region; but he may still have a trace of the 
ra for [v] m words hke W for 'ovor or 'efor for 'evor. He is most likely to 
be spotted when he says sitSo'eiSon instead of sitSju'eiSon or sitSoVeiJon, 

and grjedso eiSon mstead of grffidsju'eiSon or grffidsoVeiSon. 

An actor from Baltimore may show slight traces of southern speech, and 
may possibly use the London him for “been” instead of the more isual 
Wncan bin. His most characteristic badge of origin is the way he says 
bo9ldi,moD. B Wore and Washington are borderline regions betwei 
nora ^d south and actors from either are likely to have traits not par- 
ticulMly local, though the Washingtonian can usually be spotted by the 
way he says worSndn. 


^ actor from Virginia or the Carolinas is most likely to call attention 
to himself in a northern or western theatre by a certain softness of speech 
that persists even when the vowels are normalized. The so-called southern 
drawl has been overadvertised; there is some drawl m the deep south, but 
rather less in Virginia than there is in Phffadelphia. What is heard from 
Norfolk to Nashville is rather a soft slurring of certain sounds. From 
Washington south, the r begins to disappear again, especially in fin sl posi- 
tion, with substitution of a diphthongal quality somewhat lilfp that of 
New York, but without the suggestion of an inserted [w]; thus the Vir- 
ginian may say foa or foa, but hardly fowo. He may lengthen the [ea] 
diphthong into something like [ajija], and say ^ouvo ^iSaeijo for “over there.” 
He is likely to place some diphthongs a little farther back than most 
Americans, somewhat as the British do, usmg [oi] or [on] rather than [ai]; 
thus he may say toir or 'taja rather than tair for “tire,” and Wis (or even 
oaris) rather than ^ains for “iris.” In some cases he may substitute a 
lengthened single vowel for a diphthong, such as [ai] for [ai]; and “tired” 
may become taird, “I’m” may become aim (longer than the Philadelphia 
am), and his eggs may be boild rather than “boded.” Both “high” and 
“how” are likely to become haei. But the hardest thing for a southerner 
to shake off (and one hates to have him do so because it is so pleasing to 
most ears) is the tendency to run words together which accounts for part 
of the softness. When he says his cheerful 'hseiaiju even a “damyankee” 
feels friendly, though he hhnself would probably say hau^orju or hau’aiju. 
But if the actor says 'haeiaiju on the stage in anything but a southern part 
he is pretty sure to call attention to himself. 
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An actor from the deep south might be a little slower in speech, and 
would have minor differences of interest to the phonetician; but in general 
Til's giveaway traits would be much the same. In parts of Louisiana one 
hears, curiously enough, the same confusion of [ar] and [oi] common m 
Brookl3m, but it is not so noticeable in New Orleans. The French and 
Spanish influences in that city, and the “Cajun” dialect of the bayous are 
rather too special to concern us here. 

Chicago, like New York, is highly varied in its speech patterns, and an 
actor from that dty would not be easy to identify. Apart from the German 
and Scandinavian accents, the speech one hears on the streets in Chicago 
sounds to an eastern ear much less like the extreme midwestem dialect 
than like the urban speech of Cleveland, Detroit, or Pittsburgh, or even 
Philadelphia or San Francisco. But midwestem speech away from the 
cities has certain characteristics that are extremely noticeable to people 
of other regions. Several of the most t)^ical seem connected with a lively, 
but tense, circular action of the lower jaw; it affects the character of the r, 
and of many vowels. The substitution of a short [ct] for the more traditional 
En g lish [oi] in words like 'datar, 'aear, or Vatar, comes much more readily 
to speakers whose jaws move tensely and produce the hard, rounded, 
palatal r. So does the substitution of a hard [ae] for the traditional [ei] or 
[eo] in words like 'pserant, /Vaeri'eiSan, and 'keerfal. The Easterner who says 
'doitsr, 'oies; 'woitsr, 'pearont, veori'eiSan, and 'kearfol, and 'the Englidi- 
man who says 'doits, 'ores, 'woits, 'pesrant, veori'eiSi^ and 'keafl do so 
much less with the jaw and much more with the lips and tongue. "What this 
all amounts to is that the midwestem actor may call attention to his 
speech in another region as much by his visible jaw movement as by his 
speech sounds. There are, however, a few pet midwestem pronunciations 
that have special potency to distract audiences in other regions. People 
who have got used to 'pasrant for “parent” and 'maeri for “Mary” are still 
brou^t up with a jolt when they hear /Vaeri'eiSan; or when they hear melk 
instead of milk, 'ofl instead of 'oifal (for “awful,” not “offal”), and es- 
pecially when they hear bsn for “been,” instead of the more traditional 
American bm. The Londoner, of course, says biin, but bm is usual in 
western and northern England as well as in the United States, and has 
three hundred years of respectability behind it; ben is largdy a recent 
corn-belt version, though isolated examples can be found in other regions 
and periods. 

Actors from the south central and southwestern states are likely to have 
southern and midwestem pronunciations mixed, in proportions corre- 
sponding to distance south and west, with a certain rugged breeziness of 
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tone increasing with the distance west; but there are few special traits to 
spot them as from particular states in the minds of listeners not expert 
phoneticians. A Texan might be noticed for turning [$] into [ai] or [ai], 
especially on the common word **pass/’ which becomes pais. 

West of the ^oclries speech habits are dictated largely by where a per* 
son or his parents came from, much of the population having been there 
only a generation or two. One hears eastern, midwestem, and southern 
pronunciations in the same regions, but little that is distinctly far-western. 
There is comparatively little New England speech on the west coast, but 
plenty of New York speech, espedally in Los Angeles and Hollywood; and 
a Philadelphian feels somewhat less like a foreigner in San Francisco tTian 
in most parts of Indiana, Illinois, Iowa, or Wisconsin. Fusion is taking 
place in the far west, and the result seems likely to be snmpfhing more 
deserving of the term “General American” than the more extreme dialect 
of the middle west. 

In these very brief and sketchy notes I have not by any means attempted 
to cover all the regional traits one hears in a mixed company of untrained 
actors, nor perhaps all the important ones. Certainly, no two people would 
agree on any selection of the ones most likely to draw critical attention 
from a mixed audience. But I hope the notes will suggest to the student 
actor — at least through comparison and analogy — the sort of problem he 
has on his hands if he wants to shake off the most obtrusive features of his 
own dialect in order to act straight parts somewhere else. 

The Snake or Eye-Peontjnciation 

Regional pronunciations are not the only pitfalls for the actor to avoid 
in developing his stage diction. Slovenly enunciation is another, remedies 
for which were discussed in the last chapter. But even more distracting 
than slovenly enunciation is over-precise enunciation, to which some at- 
tention was given in Chapter X; one of its worst forms is eye-pronim- 
dation. 

Eye-pronundation is usually well intentioned. ffhe perpetrator is trying 
to be dear and correct; he just does not know speech standards as wdl as 
he knows spelling. Often he has the spelling before him, but has no ac- 
quaintance with the spoken word, and falsely assurnes that the spelljng is 
a reliable guide. I once knew a youth who said 'oiri instead of o'rai for 
years because it looked that way in the spelling and nobody ever told him 
he was wrong. In sight reading one often uses eye pronundations of un- 
familiar words because he has no time to look them up; but there is no 
such excuse for the actor. He has from six days to six weeks in which to 
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look them up, and pronouncing dictionaries exist for the purpose based 

on speech standards, not spelling. 

Eye pronunciations used to be largely individual, and to spread slowly, 
if at all; but since the advent of radio they have been spreading rapidly 
and influencing popular speech a good de^. Radio announcers — ^most of 
whom are young and rather superficially educated— have to read most of 
what they say from script, and do not always have time, or realize the 
need, to look up pronunciations. A network announcer may guess at a 
pronunciation on the basis of the spelling, and next day, a million unedu- 
cated people are using it. There have been some curious examples. For 
centuries the word “parliament” (Middle English “parlement,” from the 
French) was pronounced 'pailamant or 'parbmont by all Britons and all 
educated Americans; the i in the spelling was silent, and only a very 
ignorant American would use the eye-pronunciation 'parhamant. But in 
1940 1 was astounded to hear a B.B.C. announcer say 'pailjamant; in 1947 
five out of nine B.B.C. announcers (supposed to be the best educated in 
the world) were saying it, and milUons of other people in Britain and 
Atnerica were imitating them. A more familiar example is the word “often ” 
which for generations was pronounced 'ofan by cultivated people on both 
sides of the Atlantic (including Major General Stanley in The Pirates of 
Penzance, who puns on the identity of “often” and “orphan”), and only a 
few simple-minded souls who had just discovered the spelling attempted 
to pronounce the t. But now the radio announcers, aided by half-educated 
school teachers, have induced millions to do so. There is no more logical 
reason to reintroduce the t in "often” than in “soften,” "listen.” “hasten ” 
"fasten,” or "glisten.” 

Almost every eye pronunciation is an interesting phenomenon, but there 
is no room here to discuss others at length. It may be useful to the student, 
however, to see a brief list of some typical ones often heard froin poorly 
trained actors and radio announcers and readily spotted by listeners who 
know better. Such a list follows, classified to suggest other pvamplpg by 
analogy: 


Unaccented particles, prepositions, pronouns, and auxiliaries, normally 
f with strong vowels under the influence of spell- 

to^aSt ^e? 


Eye- Normal 
Spelling Pron. Pron. 
a ei 3 

the tSi Sa 


Spelling 

Eye- 

Pron, 

Normal 

Pron. 

nor 

nor 

nar, nr 

than 

tSsen 

San, Sn 
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Eye- 

Normal 


WAlPm 

Spelling 

Pron. 

Pron. 

Spelling 

Pron, 

to 

tu 

ta, t 

that 


at 

set 

at 

not 

nut 

for 

for 

far, fr 

my 

mai 

from 

frAm 

frm 

you 

ju; 

of 

till 

Av, av 
til 

av, V 
tl 

your 

am 

jur 

sem 

and 

send 

nd, n 

is 

IZ 

as 

sez 

az, z 

are 

ar 

an 

sen 

an 

have 

hSBV 

but 

bAt 

batjbt 

has 

hisz 

or 

or 

ar, r 

had 

hsed 
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Normal 
Prm, 
?Sat, tSt 
ngt, ut 
ini,m 

ja 

jar, jr 
am, m 
z 

ar,r 
hv, V 
hz, z 
hd,d 


B. Words m which normal sound changes have long since taken place (chiefly 
mrough influence of diphthongs on consonants) but are not reflected in the spell- 
ing, leading eye-pronouncers to think they must correct history. 


Spelling 

Eye- 

Pronunciation 

issue 

'isju 

fissure 

'fisjur 

passion 

'paesjan 

ocean 

'ousjan 

picture 

'piktjur 

future 

'fjutjur 

nature 

'neitjur 

fortune 

'fortjun 

literature 

'litai3/t]ur 

actual 

'aektjual 


Normal 
Pronunciation 
'iju or 'iSju 
'fijur or 'fijar 
'paejan 
'oujan 

'piktjar or 'piktjur 
'fjutjar or 'fjutSur 
'neiQar or 'neitjur 
'fortran or 'fartjun 
'litratSar or 'Irtaratjur 
'sektSual 


C. Words in which tongue-twisting combinations of consonants, long ginr<» 
elided in normal cultivated speech, are heroically put back by the eye-pro- 
nouncers. 


Spelling 

Eye- 

Pronunciation 

Normal 

Prommciaiion 

clothes 

kloutSz 

klouz 

clothesline 

'kloutizlain 

'klouzlain 

clothestree 

'klouSztrii 

'klouztrii 

asthma 

'sezSma 

'sezma 

astlimatic 

seztS'msetik 

sez'msetik 

postscript 

'postskript 

'pousknpt 
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Eye- 

Normal 

Spdling 

Pronunciation 

Pronunciation 

postpone 

/post'poun’ 

po'spoun 

waistcoat 

'weist/kouf 

'wEskst 

Wednesday 

'wedijzde 

'wenzdi or 'wenzdi 

calmly 

'kalmli 

'kuimli or 'kaimli 

solemnly 

'solamnli 

'solamli or 'solamli 

D. Nautical and 

other vocational words 

with traditional pronunciations 

simpler than the spellings. Eye-pronunciations of these are especially distract- 

ing to people familiar with the vocations. 



Eye- 

Traditional 

Spelling 

Pronuftciation 

Pronunciation 

boatswain ■ 

'boutswein 

'bousn 

gunwale 

'gAnweil 

'gAnl 

mainsail 

'meinseil 

'meinsl 

topsail 

'tapseil 

'taps! 

forecastle 

'fopkaesal 

'foksl or 'foksl 

leeward 

'liiword 

'luard 

lanyard 

'laenrjard 

'leenjrd or 'Icenjard 

lanthorn 

'Iseneorn 

'Iffintarn 

clapboard 

'klseprbord 

'kliebord 

leghorn 

'leg/horn 

'legorn 

plait (hair) 

pleit* 

plset 


E. Pairs of words with identical speUings but different meanings and pro- 
nunciations, often confused by the eye-pronouncers. 


Spelling 

Pronunciation No. i 

Pronunciation No. 2 

slough 

slau 

(bog) 

sLtf (to shed) 

bow 

bou 

(weapon) 

bau (to nod) 

bowman 

'bomon 

(archer) 

'bauman (No. i oar) 


’ The American College Dictionary (1948) recognizes the eye-pronunciation of this word as 
prevailing. 

• The A,C.D. thinks this the majority pronunciation in America; but to most Americana it is 
an unfamiliar word. The American word is “vest." People who normally call the article a 
“waistcoat” pronounce it in the traditional way. Others are apt to guess at an eye-pronunciation. 

* The word “plait” has several meanings, but in the familiar one of braiding the hair it is a 
very old word. English dictionaries give only the traditional pronunciation, and Webster's 
International agrees when the meaning is the one indicated. The American College Dictiotmy 
gives only the eye-pronunciation, but says that it means “to braid or plat the hair,” thereby 
recognizing the traditional pronunciation but changing its spelling. The student who is curious 
about such things will find this a good word to play with. He should look it up in every availahle 
dictionary, including Fowler, Jones, Webster, the Oxford, Kenyon and Knott, and the A,C.D. 
The only point here is that he should not use the eye-pronundation of “plait" when the char- 
acter would say "plat." 
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Spelling Pronunciation No. i Pronunciation No. 2 


mow 

mau 

(hayloft) 

mou 

(to reap) 

row 

rau 

(quarrel) 

rou 

(line of units) 

sow 

sou 

(to plant seed) 

sau 

(lady pig) 

lead 

liid 

(a clue) 

led 

(a metal) 

aye 

d 

(yes) 

ei , 

(always) 

dingy 

'dinsi*" 

(dusky) 

'dii)gi 

(v. of dinghy) 

bass 

beis 

(a singer) 

basis 

(a fish) 

tear 

tiir 

(nature’s eyewash) 

tear 

(a spree) 

ensign 

'ensan 

(naval off.) 

'ansain 

(Br. army) 

lieutenant 

lu'tenant 

(Br. navy) 

lef'tenant 

(Br. army) 


(Many place names with identical spellings also have different pronunciations 
in different states or countries, Eye-pronouncers often slip on Cairo, Newark, 
Greenwich, Milan, Berlin, Calais, Derby, Helena, and so on.) 


These are just a few of the eye-pronunciations that most often trap the 
unwary. The remedy for the actor is to put no trust whatever in spelling 
as a guide to pronunciation, and to put no trust in the people who do. 
With the aid of a good pronouncing dictionary, used before he starts memo- 
rizing his lines, he can avoid the difficulty if he will take the trouble. 

In the matter of looking up unfamiliar words or disputed pronunciations 
most students need less urging and less help, and there is no need to give 
space to that problem here. The student is strongly advised, however, to 
read the highly entertaining and informative entry on Pronunciation in 
Fowler’s Modern English Usage, It is addressed to the ordinary citizen, 
and the actor may have some need to command a higher standard of 
speech than his neighbors on the street. But he should be on guard against 
the false elegance referred to in Chapter X of this book. 

The Snare oe False Elegance 

Elegant affectations do not arise exclusively from false teaching by 
undereducated elocutionists. They axe also quite likely to arise from the 
actor’s misplaced zeal for good diction. Even though he may have no 
expectation of acting professionally in New York or London, he natmraUy 
wishes to learn how to play cultivated or cosmopolitan characters as well 
as local or proletarian ones; but he does not always realize how thoroughly 

‘ It is always a question whether words ending in y or » should be tendered phonetically with 
[i] or [i]. The latter is generally considered more accurate as representing British speech, but 
the American College DicHonary uses it regularly to represent American practice. The British 
sound is normally a little lower and more retracted than the American. The issue is a very 
minor one in relation to these lists. 
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one must assimilate real cultivation, including good diction, before he can 
act it convincingly. A cultivated actor can always drop back into a pro- 
vincial part and play it with some understanding, but an uncultivated one 
cannot assume cultivation on short notice. Whether it is intelligence or 
just atavism, a gentlemen can usually imitate a hoodlum (on or off the 
stage) better than a hoodlum can imitate a gentleman. That is not to 
imply that any student actor is a hoodlum; if he were, he would of course 
not be reading these pages. But many potentially fine actors have not been 
fortunate enough to learn cultivated diction in the nursery or the elemen- 
tary school, and in their laudable ambition to acquire it for themselves 
they must be warned against the danger of mistaking the imitation for the 
reality, and giving themselves away by tricks of false elegance. Let us 
consider some of those already mentioned, and some others. 

The American actor, even when playing a British character, should be 
especially cautioned against reckless and indiscriminate substitution of 
[a] for [ffi]. It is true that many cultivated speakers, both British and 
American, sometimes use [a] or [a] in cases where an uncultivated speaker 
might use [se], [rea], or [Sa]. It is also true that [a] is frequently preferable 
to [se] on the stage in non-dialectal plays. There is far less prejudice against 
these vowels in this country than there used to be before our millions came 
to know the speech of Ronald Colman, Claude Rains, Greer Garson, 
Charles Laughton, Herbert Marshall, Vivian Leigh and Sir Laurence 
Olivier as well as they know that of Lionel Barrymore, Katherine Hepburn, 
Tyrone Power, Lana Turner, or James Stewart. The danger of false ele- 
gance is not in using [a] with judgment, but in using [a] where cultivated 
speech normally uses [a]; or by using either [a] or [a] where cultivated 
speakers (including those in Britain) use [ae]. The actor who says haind 
for haend or baind for baend merely reveals his affectation and his ignorance 
of cultivated speech. The actor who says Tainsi or 'foinsi for 'famsi is not 
using a cultivated London or Boston prommciation, but a burlesque sym- 
bol of affectation from the London music halls. When one hears a B.B.C. 
announcer talk about 'tnmi 'doisiz dams bseond, one realizes the danger 
of assuming that British speakers use [a] wherever most Americans use 
[ae]. They do not; nor do cultivated American speakers. 

An actor, let us say, from Philadelphia, accustomed to saying 'feoftar, 
iSast, and hfeaf pieast, will almost surely be accused of false elegance if he 
tries to say 'aiftor, laist, and harf pmst. He would do better, even in a 
British or New England part, to say aftk, last, and half past; and even 
that might be hard to do convincingly at first. It might be easier to begin 
bis training by ehminating only the nasality and the diphthongs, and say- 
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ing 'seftsi laest, and hasf psest, keeping the vowels clean and dry. Later he 
might work back toward [a] as experience made it more comfortable. 

There are only a very few common words in which an American actor 
can change [ae] to [a] and sound convincingly like a Londoner or a Bostonian 
instead of a silly ass (which, by the way, the Londoner pronounces aeis 
when he means a donkey, and ais when he means an affected human 
making a donkey of himself 1). He might manage plaint for “plant,” 
kaint for “can’t” (not “cant”), dams for “dance,” amt for "aunt” (not 
“ant”), and perhaps half for “half” and laif for “laugh” (though half and 
laif are safer). On most words pronounced by Americans with an [se] he 
should hesitate to go as far back as [a] lest he overdo it and say [n] or [o]. 

A similar problem arises with the so-called “short o,” which in American 
usage is generally a short [d], as in “got,” “not,” “on,” “congress,” and the 
like. For many years the elocutionists have been urging the theory that it 
is more refined to substitute an [d] in all such words — except, of course, the 
ones like dog or 'boston in which many Americans already use it and which 
are thought to be more refined if pronounced dag and 'baston. But while 
some people are exerting themselves to say not and got as the English 
are supposed to do, regular listeners to the B.B.C. know that the English 
are rapidly abandoning those pronunciations in favor of nnt and gnt, and 
that many of them are now saying nat and gat as Americans do. The lesson 
in this for the actor accustomed to using [a] for “short o” is that he had 
better not go beyond [o] in pursuit of the supposedly elegant [o]. One 
thing he can safely do, however, is to keep the vowel short, being sure to 
say dog rather than doig, and gad, gnd, or god rather than gold (which is 
low caste on either side of the Atlantic). 

The ruthless elimation of the [iu] or [ju] diphthong in English “long «” 
in favor of a plain [u] is so offensive to most cultivated ears that there is 
good reason to retain the diphthong wherever it is reasonably natural. That 
. makes for good diction on the stage as elsewhere. But in attempting to 
force the [ju] where it is too difficult the unwary actor may expose himself 
to the charge of false elegance. The diphthong is traditional, normal, and 
easy to pronounce after [b], [d], [f], [g], [h], [k], [m], [n], [p], [s], [t], [v], and 
[z], but a little more difficult after [ 1 ], very difficult after [r], and practically 
impossible after [w]; after B], [ 3 ], and [j] the first element of the diphthong 
is hardly heard, being absorbed in the consonant. This means that the 
actor can say 'bjuro, 'djuti, 'fjutSar, 'regjulor, hjuds, kjut, 'mjuzik, nju, 
pjur, ae'sjum, 'stjudont, rfvju, and ri'zjum without suspicion of false 
elegance. If he says 'buro, 'duti, 'futjor, 'regaler, huds, kuit, 'muzdr, 
nui, puir, o'sum, 'studjcit, ri'vu, or r/zum he wiU seem slightly demented 
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in some cases and just “general American” in others, but will give no im- 
pression of elegance, real or false.® On the other hand, if he says ljur, blju, 
klju, flju, or 'Ijunotik he is likely to sound slightly ill at ease; and if he says 
'rjumar for “rumor,” rjui for “rue,” trjui for “true,” and si'rjulian for 
“cerulean” he is almost sure to be thought affected. He may even choke 
himself. However, we must not forget that it is stage diction we are con- 
sidering, and these symbols of false elegance may. be just the thing to 
portray an affected character. 

So, likewise, are some of the uncalled-for attempts to restore foreign 
pronunciations to words originally foreign but so long a part of our lan- 
guage as to have well-established English pronunciations. Half the words 
in our language once belonged to other languages, and it is foolish to sup- 
pose we should now restore their original sounds. The most common at- 
tempt of the kind occurs on a word fairly common in plays — the word 
“valet,” which has been a perfectly good English word (pronounced 'vffilit 
or 'vaelat) for some four hundred years; but a great many people who have 
learned that the French have a similar word mispronounce it Vselei, which 
is neither English nor French. There is no more reason to say 'vaelei (or 
even Wle) than to start saying nje'tjur for “nature.” There are many 
other words on which people with a little learning try to show off their 
linguistic ability: “restaurant,” “boulevard,” “clientele,” “avoirdupois,” 
“envelop,” “frankfurter,” “Munich,” “piano,” “piazza,” “data,” “vice 
versa,” and so on. There is no need to extend the list. Foreign words not 
yet fully Anglicized are, of course, another problem, on which the actor 
may get all the help he needs from the pronouncing dictionaries and from 
Fowler. 

Another very common pitfall for those trying to be elegant is too much 
zeal in pronouncing the [hw] sound inherited from the Anglo-Saxon and 
reflected (backwards) in the spelling of “what,’’ “which,” “when,” 
“whether,” and so on. Many cultivated Americans do still pronounce that 
sound (though the British are rapidly giving it up and saying wot, wsn, 
and the like) ; and it does no harm when used in moderation on the right 
words, by people who come by it naturally. But when a Philadelphia an- 
nouncer gives the 'hweSar forecast for the hwiik he quickly betrays the 
falseness of his elegance. An actor who talks about 'hwitSkrseft in Salem or 
a 'hwmtor at hworm sprrgz would call less attention to himself if he aban- 

• Thi American College Dictionary (1948) recognizes one of these pronunciations (that of 
“assume”) as prevailii^ American speech. To my ear it still sounds inelegant. In any case the 
alternative pronunciation would not sound like an aSectation on the stage. 
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doned the attempt altogether, and said witS for both “which” and “witch,” 
and 'weSar for both “weather” and “whether.” 

But the most vexing problem of all for those seeking to better their stage 
diction without affectation is what to do with the r — ^when to pronounce 
it, when to elide it, and how. The two most frequent blunders are dropping 
it too completely and dropping it in the wrong pl a c e s. 

There can be no doubt that the strong, long f, as heard in many parts 
of this country is an ugly sound in its own right, and that it does not 
conduce to an impression of cosmopolitan elegance and refinement of 
diction. Phoneticians call it the “dog letter” because when lengthened it 
is a kind of growl; when hardened by tense jaw action and palatal tone it 
suggests a kind of snarl. The closest approach to it in Britain is the Devon 
r, which is rounded and fairly hard, but seems to bounce off the hard 
palate with more resiliency than the American r. The Scotch and Irish 
trilled r’s, though quite as regional and quite as noticeable as the American 
/■, do not seem to be as offensive to cultivated ears, even in this country. 
There is, therefore — quite apart from regional hmitations — a reason for 
mitigating certain extreme types of r sounds as a matter of good stage 
diction. 

In southeast England and in parts of New England the r is almost com- 
pletely elided in certain positions — ^notably in final position, or in closed 
syllables where it is followed by another consonant. It is not elided in 
medial position between two vowels, but is very much shortened and 
lightened, with a one-tap trill in London, and a dose approach to it in New 
England. This is difficult for most Americans west of the Hudson, and our 
seekers after unaccustomed elegance often betray themselves by substi- 
tuting a [w], and saying 'meawi for “Mary,” or ae'mewikan for “American” 
(which may be better than o'mAirakan, but is still not cultivated speech). 
Others betray themselves by eliding the final r, but retaining a full Phila- 
delphia or midwestem r in medial position; and still others do so by eliding 
the final r but failing to restore it by linkage when the following word 
begins with a vowel. The Britisher accustomed to saying Sis jioi and 
'ouvo hioi, says Sis jei rav greis and hje riz Sa njuz. The imitator not 
raised on silent r would probably say Sis jia av greis or Sis jia wav gweis, 
creating an awkward hiatus or a false w in his effort to avoid the r. Any- 
body trying to be elegant can drop a final r (at least when he remembers 
to do so), but only a person born to it or with a thoroughly trained ear can 
put it back by linkage in the proper places. The matter is greatly compli- 
cated by the fact that many good speakers link the r only on famUiar 
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combinations of words where the thought-linkage is close, and refrain on 
certain other combinations where the thought is more formal or unex- 
pected. 

In view of these difficulties, the student actor seeking to improve his 
diction should be advised to proceed gradually, and not to attempt a com- 
plete elision of final r; but rather to mitigate it by shortening it and touch- 
ing it as lightly as possible. He will do well to practice this in both medial 
and final positions. If he cannot manage the one-tap trUl, he will find that 
he can come dose to it by that method; and if he shortens and lightens the 
sound in all positions he will make satisfactory progress toward a culti- 
vated American standard that wiU not sound too utterly improbable to 
the folks at home, nor too offensive to more cosmopolitan listeners. 

It is to be hoped that nothing here said about the dangers of false ele- 
gance will add to the hysterical fear of affectation which afflicts so many 
Americans, or discourage the student from mak i ng an intelligent and 
reasonable effort to master good stage diction. There is no affectation in 
acquiring better speech than one may have blundered into by acddent. 
A1 speech is acquired. The only affectation is in doing it badly; in parading 
insincerely a mastery that one has not really acquired; in pretending 
knowledge where there is only ignorance. The actor should certainly try 
to free himself from his worst provindalisms, whatever they are: eastern 
or western, urban or rural, crude or snobbish (and who is there who is 
without sin in such matters?). He should certainly try to get rid of habitual 
nasality, habitual hoarseness, hardness, or roughness of tone, and habitual 
slovenliness as distinct from normal informality of conversational style. 
He should certainly try to avoid confusing normal single vowels with 
diphthongs, or with each other, and to be sure that he is not a slave 
to excessive [as] or excessive [rj. Above all he should strive to educate 
his ear. 

Two modem devices are available to hdp him do this: the radio and the 
recording machine. He should use the latter at frequent intervals to check 
his own speech and compare it with others. He should use the former 
constantly, but discriminatingly, to gain a wide listening experience, es- 
pecially in hearing good diction of many sorts, and in comparing dialects. 
He should by all means include much short-wave listening, which too 
many people ignore because of impatience at irregular reception or tuning 
difficulties, or because of prejudice against anything foreign. On the regular 
broadcast band he will hear much good diction and more that is very bad — 
some of it intentionally bad. On the short waves he can also hear much 
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bad diction (not to mention bad diplomacy) on American propaganda 
broadcasts to foreign countries. But if he listens often, to many countries, 
he will hear more kinds of iEnglish than he can hear on the regular band. 
From the B.B.C. he will hear not merely the London announcers with their 
Oxonian vowels and intonations, but all varieties of English speech, good 
and bad, from Wiltshire, Devonshire, Gloucestershire, Wales, East Anglia, 
Yorkshire, Lancashire, Scotland, and Ireland. He will hear speech of all 
cultural levels, from the King and the Prime Minister down to the lowest 
crooner with a hotel dance band, and many shades of middle-class, cock- 
ney, or provincial speech in between. By comparing all these, and all 
varieties of American speech, with the diction of English-speaking an- 
nouncers and commentators in Paris, Rome, Stockholm, Bern, The Hague, 
Moscow, Leopoldville, Brazzaville, Montreal, Quito, Melbourne, and 
Delhi, he will learn something difficult to learn in any other way: namely, 
how to distinguish between the provincialisms of Britain, America, or any 
other country and the cosmopolitan qualities of good ETigliRh diction as 
heard round the world. 

The Pbobeek oe Dialect 

When an actor is confronted with a part in a dialect play, or a dialect 
part in an otherwise straight play, he has a problem to which the ordinary 
criteria of good stage diction do not apply. 

There are really two problems. The first is whether to attempt a com- 
plete and faithful rendition of the dialect in all its detail, realistically 
satisfying to people familiar with it, or to attempt no more than a selection 
of the more outstanding characteristics by way of suggestion. There are 
manifest dangers in either policy, and the first is possible only when time 
and ability permit. Since the choice is usually the director’s problem 
rather than the actor’s, and is discussed at length in The Art of Play Pro- 
duction, I shall not repeat the discussion here. 

The second problem is the actor’s: how to acquire, in the time available, 
the degree of dialectal quality demanded by the director. 

This problem caimot be solved from recipes or lists of words in a text- 
book, especially if the director is asking for some measure of completeness. 
Nor can it be solved at all in the time allotted for a production unless the 
actor has one of three qualifications: a previous knowledge of the dialect 
concerned, an exceptional talent for dialects, or a considerable apprentice- 
ship in the critical analysis of dialects. The first is a matter of happy 
accident or of type casting, and so need not be discussed. The second is a 
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matter of good luck, but is seldom adequate unless supported by some 
knowledge and study as well. Tbe third is tbe one which the actor can 
really do something about. 

One way of going at it is to make a Ust of the dialects most often found 
in plays — ^Irish, Yiddish, Scotch, Italian, Pennsylvania Dutch, British, 
Mexican, and so on and then try to master each one and build up a 
repertory of dialects, ready for any emergency. This method is not to be 
reconunended. It may occasionally meet a situation, but it has the great 
disadvantage that it tends to pigeonhole all dialects into a few special 
forms, and to make the actor too rigid each time he tries to apply one. 

of these dialects, and many others, vary enormously in different sec- 
tions, different periods, and different individual characters, and if the 
actor is to avoid stereotypes and cultivate flexibility he would do better 
to choose another method. 

A much better method is to train the ear as sensitively as possible by 
listening critically and comparatively to as many different dialects and 
shades of individual variation as one can discover, on the radio, in dialect 
recordings, on the stage, in talking pictures, and (best of all when possible) 
in actual travel; by recording as many of them as possible, either phono- 
graphicaUy or phonetically, for frequent restudy; and by practicing, not a 
few stereotypes, but as many shadings of accent, vowel quality; tone, and 
r^thm as time permits. The object should not be to master any one 
dialect as a preconceived entity unrelated to any particular part, but to 
develop a high degree of familiarity with dialectal variations, and a high 
degree of kinesthetic adaptability. When assigned a part, he can tl> e Ti 
bring such knowledge and flexibiUty to bear on the specific job of learning 
the right shade of dialect for that particular part. If he has no fixed idea 
about the dialect beforehand, he is much more likely to do a sincere, 
imaginative piece of character study, with the dialect included as part of it. 

The subtlety and complexity of the dialect problem is well illustrated m 
a pl^ like Dri^water’s Bird in Band, which is an English play,. but 
would lose half its charm and meaning if played in only one dialect. The . 
innkeeper speaks a thick Gloucestershire dialect, reflecting his rugged 
provmaal mdependence and strength of character. His wife, a former 
cncus performer, spe^ a modified cockney, smoothed out by her travels 
Md her contacts with the cosmopolitan entertainment world. Their 
daughter speaks the “received English" she has learned in school; so does 
her lover, the squire’s son, with just enough difference to suggest his Tiiglipr 
roaal background, but not enough to suggest that she is not good enough 
for him a very important point in the theme of the play. The sardine 
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salesman speaks unabashed cockney, the upstart business man speaks a 
plausible but speaous imitation of Oxford English, and the squire speaks 
the real thing. ^ 

An actor who had just one British accent, cut and dried, would have a 
hard time adjusting himself to such a play. He would have diffi. 

culties with Shaw’s Pygmalion, or Galsworthy’s Strife, or Barrie’s A Kiss 
for Cinderella, or Phillpotts’ The Farmer's Wife. But an actor who had 
trained his ear by listening to all shades of dialect to be heard on the 
B.B.C., analyzing the differences, socially, geograpHcally, and phoneti- 
cally, and practicing them experirnentally with his own voice, might have 
the flexibility to do quite well in one of these plays after six weeks of con- 
centrated and imaginative study. To be sure, the method is not foolproof; 
nor is it of much use to the actor working in stock on five rehearsals and a 
week’s notice. The point is simply that it is better to soak in a specific 
dialect after the part is assigned, than to soak in the wrong one alipqd of 
time and then try to apply it forcibly where it does not quite fit. 

With these thoughts in mind, I shall make no. attempt to catalogue the 
dialects an actor ought to study, or to systematize the pronunciations he 
should be familiar with. But if the student is to follow the advice here given 
and listen analytically to dialectal differences whenever he gets the chance, 
it may help him to have a few key suggestions as to what to listen for. 

In respect to American regional dialects, he should listen especially for 
just those peculiarities mentioned earlier as likely to betray regional back- 
ground. 

In all study of dialects, he should train hiriiself to listen with particular 
care to the variations in diphthongs and to any substitution of diphthong 
for single vowel or vice versa. These matters are not only highly important 
in shading dialect, but they are so subtle that most people never notice 
them; one of the chief indications that a student’s ear is getting k een e r 
wiU be bis increasing sensitivity to diphthongal peculiarities. He should 
also train himself to listen carefully to significant differences in vocal 
pitch and quality, inflection patterns, tempo patterns, and rhythms, and 
to the way in which they are coordinated with pronunciations. One may 
get every pronunciation phonetically correct, and yet miss the flavor of a 
dialect altogether; and conversely, if he does get the flavor, he can afford 
a few errors in specific pronunciations without detriment to the characteri- 
zation. In all his listening experience he should remember that it is just as 
important to learn what not to do as what to do. Audiences are much more 
apt to notice sins of commission than sins of omission. If an actor is 
tr3dng to do an Irish accent, people will hardly notice his missing some of 
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the opportunities to be positively Irish; but they will quickly notice it if 
he tries to give them some Yiddish, or Scotch, or Pennsylvania Dutch ■ 
traits by mistake. In this, as in many other phases of the actor’s art, he ^ 
should remember that audience imagination is always willing and eager 
to work with him just so long as he does nothing to distract or shatter it. ^ 
How noi to remind his listeners that he is not what he seems is the essence 
of his problem. 

In listening to British dialects, the actor should pay special attention to ■ 
the varying values of o, o, and r. He should note the words in which the , 
Londoner says [a], [a], and [ae], and which of those that take [a] in London 
take [se] in Devon, in the Midlands, or in Scotland. He should note what 
classes and types of people are most insistent on the [a]. He should listen 
carefully to the codmey’s supposed substitution of [oi] for [ei] (as in 
“piper” for “paper”), and note that he seldom really says [ni], but rather 
[ai], [ffii], or [ei]; and that the chief point is the lengthening of the glide, 
especially the last part of it. He should analyze the shadings of [a], [n], and 
[d], in words like “not,” “on,” and “sorry,” and their correlation with social 
class. He should compare the various sounds for long o with the American 
sounds, and note that the usual symbol [ou] does not cover the most ex- 
treme Oxonian pronunciations, which run closer to [au], or even [eu]. He 
should note the peculiar shading of the a in words like “all,” “audience,” 
and “call”; the [o] shades toward [o] (precisely the opposite of the mid- 
western tendency). He should listen very carefully indeed to the different 
types of medial r, analyzing the difference between the London one-tap 
trill in words like “very” or “sorry” (wliich American journalists with 
Anglophobic wit but poor hearing jestingly spell “veddy” and “soddy”), 
and the Welsh, Irish, and Scottish trills (all different) ; also between the 
medial r of rural England and that of our middle west. He should study the 
map of England, and note how the final r, elided in London, begins to 
reappear in Wilts, gets stronger in Dorset, becomes very pronounced in 
Devon, and begins to trill in Wales; also how it begins to reappear north 
of London. In all such regional observations, however, he should note the 
tendency of the better educated in all regions to conform more closely to 
the London standard when away from home, or when speaking to strangers. 
Many Britishers are really bilingual, spealdng the home dialect easily at 
home, but the “received English” when traveling. He will note that cul- 
tivated people in Britain, as in America, frequently shorten their diph- 
thongs, though they seldom confuse them with single vowels. But he wiU 
also notice that the cultivated speaker frequently betrays his original 



Plate 2$. American tragic acting at its peak. Alice Brady in the powerful final scene of Mourning 
Becomes Electra. But for her untimely death shortly after this production, Alice Brady might 
well have come to be rated the greatest American actress. Starting as a tomboy comedienne 
in silent films, she went on to play a great variety of parts, comic and tragic (most of them 
in trashy or second-rate plays) doing them all well. Her deep, sympathetic voice, sincerity of 
imagination, versatility, and charm outshone most of the parts assigned her, and did mudi to 
make her Lavinia more unforgettable than the play itself despite its five-hour strain on the 
nerves. 
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Piute a6. ChanickrmiUon in malte-np. 
Above: Two scones from Viclnrm Reginu 
showing Helen Hayes in her remarkable 
Irmisformetion from the jmung queen 
(with Vincent Trice as Albert) to the old 
queen. Lower left; Maurice Evans as 
Eaistaif in Hctify IV, llclow: Vassily 
Luzhsky, of the Moscow Art Theatre, as 
Firce in The Cherry Orchard — a master- 
piece, in both make-up and acting. 






Left: 

Alfred Lunt and Lynn 
Fontanne (“The Lunts") 
in Reunion in Viemia, 
one of the long series of 
sophisticated comedies 
ridiculing monogamy 
which their deft, poiiteiy 
salacious style of acting 
has done so much to 
popuiarize. They are 
really quite versatile, but 
audiences have come to 
think of them as typed 
in this genre. 
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Plate 27. Bushand-and-wife teams, 
on and ojf stage. 


Right: 

Howard Lindsay and his wife, 
Dorothy Stickney, as Mr. and 
Mrs. Day in the most papular 
comedy of the recent past, Life 
With Father. The Lindsays have 
also re-created the same char- 
acters in a sequel under the title 
Life With Mother, 





Plate 38. A distinguished revival of Greek 
tragedy. The Medea of Euripides in a new 
adaptation by Robinson Jeffers, directed 
by John Gielgud (who, as shown here, also 
played Jason for the first few weeks), with 
Judith Anderson as Merlea in a mag- 
nificent, bloodcurdlhig piece of acting. 
Upper left: Medea pleads with Jason, who 
is adamant. Above: Medea in one of her 
most tigerish moments. Lower left: Medea 
shows Jason the bodies of their children, 
whom she has slain to punish him, loving 
them, but hating him even more deeply. 





Plate zg. Ouislaiiding characterizations 
of recent years. Above; Wesley Addy 
as a galvanic Hotspur in Benry IV. 
Upper right: Ingrid Bergman as Mary 
Gray In Joan of Lorraine. Below; 
Oscar Homolka as Uncle Chris in / 
Remember Mama. Lower right; Leo 
Carroll in his sensitive performance of 
the name part in The Late George 
Apley. 
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Philc jo. Reaction ami by-play, Scenes that 
pose in teresting problems for the actors not 
speaking at the moment. Above: Entrance 
of the Kirby family in You Can’t Take It 
With You (note Mr, Kirby’s reaction to the 
picture and Mrs. Kirby’s to Kolcnkov’s 
T-shirt). Left: Entrance of the Grand 
Duchess in another production of the same 
play. Left, below: Fishkin tells his story, 
in Jim Dandy, while Molly illustrates his 
words in pantomimic modem dance. At 
bottom: Two scenes from Love’s Old Sweet 
Song; left: The Okie children, after man- 
handling the writer, attack the pitchman; 
right: The pitchman outdoes the Time 
salesman, but gets very spotty response, 
varied according to character, 
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Plate 31. Some memorable characterizations by non-pro- 
■fessiomls. Above: Phyllis Beidler as Electra (Pennsyl- 
vania State College), Upper right: Jean Milne and Wil- 
iiam Whitney as Widow Cagle and Pap Todd in Sun-Up 
(Players Club of Swarthmore). Right: Stafford W. Parker 
as Papa in Papa Is All (Players Club of Swarthmore). 
Lower left: Marian Brill as The Actress, with J. Kirk 
Merrick as The Actor, in The Guardsman (Plays and 
Players, Philadelphia). Lower right: Philip R. Whitney 
as the frustrated Fishkin in Jim Dandy (the original ver- 
sion, not the published one) (Players Club of Swarth- 
more). 
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background by failing to make a complete substitution of London diph- 
thongs. 

The actor need hardly be told that some words in common use in both 
countries have entirely different pronunciations m Britain from those cur- 
rent in the United States. But until he achieves a very sharp ear indeed 
he will miss many of them by reason of their unfamiliarity. Though my 
own ear is fairly sharp, I had to listen three times to a recordmg of Winston 
Churchill before I could identify a certain word which he passed over very 
rapidly. It was “trait,” which, as I was well aware, the British pronounce 
trei; but my American ears are so accustomed to hearing it as treit that it 
just did not register with me. That word is one of the very few foreign 
words that have been Anglicized in America and not in Britain, the op- 
posite being the rule. The British pronunciation of “schedule” as 'Sedsul or 
'Sedjul sounds strange to American ears, but has the advantage of retain- 
ing the two syllables; the American 'skedsul tends to become 'skedsuwol— 
an uncultivated pronunciation if there ever was one. The British b'bnratri 
for “laboratory” is a synthetic pronunciation invented by phoneticians, 
and strangely enough it seems to have taken hold, though not by any means 
universally accepted in England. On one occasion I heard a B.B.C. an- 
nouncer introduce the world-famous physicist Sir Oliver Lodge, saying that 
he would speak from his lo'bnratri; Sir Oliver then began to talk about 
the pleasures of working in his 'lasborotAri. The S3mthetic pronunciation 
is now standard, however, on the London stage, and is often heard on 
Broadway. All these examples are so sharply different from common 
American usage that they need cause little confusion to the actor, once he 
has learned to identify them, and they may help him to portray a British 
character. 

Somewhat more troublesome are the variations on words like “again,” 
“against,” “either,” and “neither.” Both a'gein and a'gen are at least 300 
years old, and respectable in both countries; o'gein is more common in 
southeastern England and less common in America, while a'gen prevails 
in Devon and other counties, and in most parts of America. Both are found 
in Shakespeare. The cockney form is a'gsein. The word “either,” as sug- 
gested by its phonetic spelling, was ^eitSar in Middle English, later chang- 
ing [ei] to [i:] in cultivated English, as did many words with the [ei] sound 
in earlier days. The cockney 'aiSar did not come from 'i :lSar, but from the 
older ^eiiSar, by the same change which made leidi into ^laidi. A dictionary 
published in London in 1787 says that the word is sometimes pronounced 
“eyether” by “certain classes,” but recommends “eether” as preferred by 
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the better educated, and as used by that master of English speech, David 
Garrick. Nevertheless, the cockney form now prevails in London and on 
the New York stage, though the Devon man still says 'i;(5ar. 

There are hundreds of other oddities to fascinate the student actor as 
his ear improves — the Devon gwein for “going” (closely parallel to the 
gwain of our southern states); the distinction between 'medsn (the drug) 
and 'medisn (the science) ; the use of [i] where Americans use [e] in words 
like “aesthetic,” “aesthete,” and “/Es^ylus” (is'eetik, ^iiseit, 'iiskdas); 
the Scotch goif for “golf”; the usual 'gliesja for “glacier”; and so on. But 
he should remember, also, that there are other matters to study besides 
pronunciation. 

Listening for differences in sentence intonation, rhythm, and voice 
quality, the actor should note the characteristic difference in pitch between 
Lancashire and Yorkshire; the nasal quality in Lancashire (rather rare in 
Britain); the soft raspiness of the niral male voice; the firm, determined, 
pushing of tones in the west country, with a jaw action a little like the 
Midwestern, but vHith a diaphragmatic quality in place of the palatal 
hardness; the peculiar palatal bounce in Devon; the guttural quality of 
much cockney speech, and its occasional nasality (quite different from that 
of Lancashire) ; the tendency of nearly all British speech to more lively 
inflection patterns than those of this country, and especially to more rising 
inflections; and the remarkably clear, resonant quality of the typical cul- 
tivated British voice. A confirmed short-wave listener who knows no 
Spanish, French, or Portuguese, can instantly distinguish a B.B.C. broad- 
cast in those languages from a broadcast originating in Havana, Lisbon, 
Paris, or New York, by the tone quality of the announcer’s voice — ^that 
is if he is British, as he usually is. 

In listening to Irish accents the actor should distinguish carefully be- 
tween the Irish brogue heard from American comedians in the Bowery 
theatre tradition, and the speech of educated Irishmen as heard from Dub- 
lin or Belfast; and between either and the “beautiful speaking” of the Irish 
peasant folk as heard in the Abbey Theatre plays of Yeats and Synge, 
and occasionally on the short wav^. He should listen not only for the 
quality of Irish vowel sounds and the Irish r, but for the more subtle and 
significant influence of Gaelic sentence rhythm and idiom on English 
word patterns. 

In listening to Australian and Canadian speech he should compare the 
elements of British speech surviving in those countries, and the curious 
ways in which they have been modified by local conditions and by Amer- 
ican mfluences. He will note that in Australia it is the cockney influence 
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that seems to have survived best, while in Canada the Scotch seems more 
tenacious. Though French is a factor in Canada, and many people are 
bUingual, the English seems litUe affected by the French; but it is strongly 
influenced by midwestern American. ^ ^ 

In listening to English-speaking announcers and commentators to 
whom the language is not native, as heard from short-wave stations in all 
parts of the world, he must, of course, make great allowance for individual 
differences depending on where the particular speaker got his traiiiing. It 
is part of the fun to try and figure that out. But what he should listen for 
most keenly is the common denominator of cosmopolitan English— that is, 
the group of cliaracteristics that seem to be accepted by the neutral foreign 
linguist as neither British nor American, but English in the language sense. 
The impediment of a slight accent and of some unfamiliarity with pro- 
vincialisms and colloquialisms causes these international speakers to re- 
veal to us many of the curiosities and mconsistendes m our own language, 
and many of our own peculiarities of utterance. One often learns much 
about what is narrowly British, or narrowly American, by hearing a 
Frenchman, Italian, or German speaking good cosmopolitan English, and 
especially by listening to all of them and many others, including the 
Scandinavian — and the Chinese, 

Perhaps tliis is enough to give some hint of the many significant things 
the student may listen for, and that may help In'm to train his ear. Before 
ceasing and desisting, however, let me add that there is one listening ex- 
perience available on the B.B.C. which the American actor really must not 
miss. That is to hear radio plays including both British and American 
characters all played hy British actors. When he hears how American speech 
sounds to others, he will get a most salutary shock. Of course he may laugh 
it off, or assert indignantly that the British actor is stupid or deaf, or un- 
familiar with American speech, or just unfair; and it is perfectly reason- 
able that he should make the same reservations that a British listener 
should make when he hears an American actor trying to do a British accent. 
Nevertheless, it will prove one of the most beneficial phases of his ear train- 
ing. The famous couplet of Robert Bums loses some of its rii3mie but none of 
its force if we substitute the word “hear” for the word “see.” 

The study of speech habits and standards is a fascinating one, and its 
usefulness to the actor is incalculable. There is no reason, why an actor 
should not be interested in it for its own sake, or why he should not have 
his own tastes and preferences. But as an actor he must keep reminding 
himself that his concern is not with which is right, but with which is which. 



CHAPTER XVI 


Bodily Action 

T IHE impoTtance of the actor's voice and diction as instruments to 
convey meaning and feeling is in no way lessened by the fact that he 
also uses bodily action and gesture for the same purpose. The eye is often 
quicker and more alert than the ear, and more useful in establishing cer- 
tain communicative understandings between actor and audience, and in 
darifymg humorous intentions. On the other hand the ear is perhaps more 
sensitive to certain emotional overtones and poetic values; and of course 
it is the ear to which the actual text of the play is chiefly directed. It would 
be silly to argue that the eye is more important than the ear, or vice versa. 
Both are indispensable. The actor must appeal to both— sometimes to 
one or the other separately, but most of the time to both at once— and he 
is likely to be most effective when he has equally good control over visible 
and audible expression, and great skill in coordinating them. 

Pantomime 

Meaning portrayed in terms of bodily action— traditionally known as 
pantomime— has a long and significant history. I have mentioned its 
possible use by primitive man as a means of communication antedating 
articulate speech, with the latter perhaps developing out of the accom- 
panying grunts and cries. This aspect of pantomime has never been lost, 
for whenever two human beings who do not speak the same tongue have 
need to communicate with each other, they are sure to resort to some ifind 
of sign language" (not omitting the grunts and cries); and in certain 
repons where this happens frequently — as where there are many small 
tribes with separate dialects — sign languages have sometimes become 
highly codified and much more widely distributed than any one spoken 
language. This suggests the idea that pantomime (like music) may some- 
times transcend the limitations of spoken language and be more easily, 
directly, and instinctively understood than any code of word symbols. 

Dramatic pantomime is older than the theatre itself; it is found in the 
ceremonial rites and tribal dances of primitive peoples ever3rvyhere. It is 
often rhythmic, and is associated with musical accompaniment and ul- 

238 


'Bodily Action 239 

timately with words, and is part of the commoii origin of music, dancing, 
and poetry. Ceremonial dancing is after all largely pantomime — a lan- 
guage of rhythmic action, codified and exaggerated, for the expression of 
religious, epic, or lyric feeling. It would be difficult to say when it ceases to 
be dancing and becomes acting; perhaps it would he truer to say that it 
has been both from the start. It would certainly be safe to say that the 
pantomimic concept of acting is older than the concept of acting in terms 
of articulate speech. Through the ages, the close association between 
dancing and pantomimic acting has likewise never been lost. It permeates 
the history of ballet; and what is loosely called “the mnHprr' dance” is not 
modern at all, but is rather a return to more direct pantomimic action in 
dancing— less formally rhythmic than the classic ballet, more contem- 
porary in its idioms, and much closer in its essential nature to the instinc- 
tive sign languages of primitive peoples. 

In the huge theatres of andent Greece much of the subtlety of verbal 
expression common in our intimate playhouses, and even some of the more 
restrained accompaniment of action and gesture, would have beoi wasted. 
The telling of the story (already, in most cases, familiar to the audience) 
was entrusted to the chorus, who sang or redted the poetic words in unison, 
and illustrated the meaning with broadly formalized movement, rhythmic 
enough to be thought of as ceremonial dancing, yet intdligible enough to 
convey simple emotions and attitudes of mind dearly to large audiences. 
The essential elements of pantomime — simplification, exaggeration, and 
codified symbolism — ^were doubtless present in choral action before the 
individual actor entered the picture. Further simplification and exaggera- 
tion may have been the chief motives for his introduction; and though the 
megaphone-like mask may have enabled him to achieve some of it in terms 
of voice and words, there is reason to believe that a large part of his func- 
tion was pantomimic; that is, to illustrate the action visually while the 
chorus told the story. The large size of the masks, their exaggerated ex- 
pressions, the S3Tnbolic contrasts of costume, and the various devices for 
making the actor seem taller were all hdpM in making his pantomime 
effective over long distances, provided the simplification and exaggeration 
were broad enough. 

In the liturgical drama of the medieval church it was pantomime which 
made intelligible to the illiterate masses the Biblical stories which they 
could not read for themselves, and the Latin words of which many of them 
could not understand. When the drama came out of the church and the 
guilds gave their cycles of miracle plays on wagons or street comers, 
pantomime still remained essential for the same reasons, and for the addi- 
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tional reason that words were even more likely to be lost in the confusion 
and turmoil of outdoor production, while broad, exaggerated pantomime 
could still be seen and understood. 


Much of the work of the vagabond players in medieval Europe was 
pantomimic for similar reasons. Since the strolling players wandered from 
country to country they often had to transcend language difficulties as 
well as the distractions of street-comer acting, and tlicy could do so more 
effectively with pantomime than with words (though words were by no 
means excluded). Their pantomimic tradition carried through into the 
Commedia delV Arte, or comedy of improvisation, and from that into the 
more sophisticated comedy of MoUfire in France and also into English 
pantomime, the heritage of which stiff endures in the Christmas panto- 
mimes for children. Modern teachers of acting who mate a religion of 
improvisation, and who point to the Commedia delV Arte as the supreme 
example of its effective application, often forget the relative importance 
of the pantomimic element in that form, and the relative subordination 
of the words. For the very reason that pantomime is more simply codified 
than articulate language, it is more readily improvised and more readily 
understood, with or without the accompaniment of words. 

What does all this mean to the student actor today? It means that if he 
■mslms to master his art, he will do well to give considerable study to 
the history of pantomime, and especially to those elements of simplifica- 
tion, exaggeration, and codified symbolism which give it its range and 
power. Up to the present century no actor would have needed to be told 
this. The modem concept of individualistic naturalism in acting stems 
Imgely from the “free theatre” movement in Europe, and the innovations 
of Belasco m this country, both dating roughly from 1887. All through the 
sevmteenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries, most actors gave a great 
deal of study to codified bodily action, not merely for use in silent pan- 
tomime but for illustrative use in conjunction with their declamation of 
lines. Not all of them, especially in England and America, were willing to 
accept the rigid codes of teachers like Delsarte; and it would be hard to 
imagme a young actor today accepting the Delsartian system at face 
value But it should be part of the actor’s training at least to know that 
such thmgs have been. 

Delsarte (1811-1871) started out to be an actor, but by reason 
of bad vocal training is said to have ruined his voice. Cut off from success 
lu s osen pro ession, he turned to the analysis of technique; eventually 
he became the most highly advertised teacher of acting and oratory in 
France, and profoundly influenced elocution, if not acting, the world 
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over. “After several years of diHgent study,” Ms biographer informs us 
“he discovered and formulated the essential laws of all art; and thanks 
to Mm, aesthetic_ science in our day [c. 1882] has the same precision as 
mathematical science.” That would seem to have been a considerable 
acMevement, to say the least. The modem student may distrust the result, 
especially after reading the details of the system;^ but he ought not to be 
Ignorant of the extent to wMch action and gesture, as wdi as vocal tone 
and inflection, have been codified in the past. 

An even more startling example illustrating codified pantomime is to 
be found in an old book® now unfortunately out of print and very hard to 
find; it not only lists and describes an exhaustive catalogue of bodily 
attitudes alleged to symbolize every conceivable mood and emotion, but 
provides no less than one hundred line cuts to illustrate The charm 
of the illustrations is not lessened by the fact that the model portrayed is a 
somewhat ponderous gentleman with a very large moustache and a Prince 
Albert coat. If the student can locate a copy of that book in a library some- 
where, he will find an hour or two spent on it an illuminating and educa- 
tional experience. Much of it will seem very naive and amusing; but he 
should not forget that the fundamental concept of codified pantomime 
on wMch that sort of teaching was based is several thousand years old, 
while the modem tendency to laugh off all codes and conventions is yoimger 
than the memory of living men. Np doubt the nineteenth century, in its 
eagerness to perfect the traditional language of pantomime, reduced it to 
absurdity; but that does not lessen the truth that bodily action, simplifiprl 
by selection, moderately exaggerated, and codified in accordance with wide 
human experience, provides a language of expression more universally 
mtelligiblc than words, more easily projected in large theatres, and more 
nearly proof against distraction. 

How much codified pantomime should a young actor attempt to learn 
today? And where shall he learn it? Shall he go back to the Delsarte system 
or to any similar elaboration of the past? Shall he study the formal pos- 
turings of the Greek theatre, or of the miracle plays, or of Shakespeare’s 
time, or Garrick’s, or Forrest’s, as far as they can be reconstructed from 
the plays and from contemporary references or illustrations? Shall he 
study the pantomimic codes in the traditional dances of the Chinese, the 
Hindus, the Balinese, the Fiji Islanders, the Bechuanas, the Zulus, the 
Aztecs, the Hopis, the Seminoles, and so on, wherever the anthropologists 

^ They may be found in The Delsarte System, by M. L’Abbfi Delaumosne, translated by 
Frances A. Shaw (1882). 

’ Lessons in Acting, by Edmund Shaftesbury (c. r885). 
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and archeologists can give him help? And should his study be purely ob- 
jective, or should he aim to acquire and make use of such pantomimic 
S3miboIism himself? 

Clearly, the last objective would be absurd, except in rather limi te d ap- 
plications. While he might well find certain forms of bodily action sufi&- 
ciently universal in their symbolism to be just as useful to him as they have 
been to the Greeks, the Chinese, and the Hopis, most of it would be too 
much colored by time and place to be utilized in the modern American 
theatre except for special purposes in exotic plays. But a comparative 
study of pantomime in all ages and places would teach him to distinguish 
between what is special and what is imiversal. 

He will certainly be more surprised at the similarities than at the di- 
vergencies. Rhythmic movements, especially, are extraordinarily similar 
the world over, perhaps because human bodies arc much the same; for 
example, he wiE find some of the ceremonial line dances of the Fiji Is- 
landers or the Bechuanas amazingly like the precision dan ring of the 
"Rockettes” in Radio City Music Hall (though it may be doubted whether 
the religious symbolism is identical). He will find many differences in the 
actions which symbolize racial or national traditions or the special con- 
ditions of life in specific times and places; but he will find great universality 
in the attitudes and gestures symbolizing such basic experiences as joy, 
fear, hunger, mirth, anger, supplication, anxiety, respect, scorn, grief, 
and so on. 

For the study of universal pantomime, however, the actor will find 
another source much nearer at hand; and I hope he will not thuik I am 
going to start this book all over again if I refer him once more to the be- 
havior of young children. 

Childhood Pantomime 

Since the child repeats in some measure the developmental history of 
his race, the actions and gestures by which he conveys thought and feel- 
ing are apt to follow instinctive and universal patterns, many of them 
very old. At the same tune, children are the most contemporary of human 
beings; they have no respect for old patterns that no longer fit the condi- 
tions of present environment, and are quick to adopt new ones to fit new 
conditions. 

l^en I was a child, for instance, much mimic play centered about the 
driving of horses, and “horse lines” were among the commonest toys. The 
child who wore them pantomimed the actions of a galloping or trotting 
horse, while a companion mimicked those of his driver, urging him on with 
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cries of “Giddyapl” and applications of an imaginary (or perhaps a real) 
whip. A present-day American child would probably not know what 
“horse Ibes” were for if he saw them; but he would know how to pan- 
tomime the driving of a tractor or a tmk, or the zooming of an airplane 
and he would certainly know all about pointing bazoukas and Tommy 
guns in people’s faces. Objective or descriptive pantomime changes with 
the times — as do manners. But the pantomime expressmg universal emo- 
tions changes very little. The child who is frightened cringes in much the 
same way now as always; the one who is pleased jumps for joy in the same 
way; the one who is embarrassed turns away with the same diy, sidelong 
look; the one who is startled or excited has the same open mouth and 
popping eyes; the one who is thwarted stamps out his temper in the sami. 
way, and the one who is proud of some achievement struts in the same way. 
And while the actions of adults vary slightly on geographical and radal 
lines, it is noticeable that the untaught actions of children have a striking 
similarity, whether the children be English or American, Russian or Jap- 
anese, white, black, yellow or red. 

By checking his observation of childhood pantomime against his study 
of historical pantomime and of the codified pantomime described by Del- 
sarte and other elocutionists, the young actor should seek to decide for 
himself what is really useful. He will hardly need to be told that the highly 
technical codification set up by those who would reduce all art to rules 
must be taken with reservations; he may even find that some of it is made 
intentionally elaborate and complex in the interest of professional mys- 
ticism. On the other hand it will not do for him to poobpooh it all, and 
assume that his own genius and common sense will infallibly dictate the 
best posture or gesture to express every meaning. 

He should remember two very important facts. The first is that some 
bodily actions are so universally and instinctively expressive of certain 
emotions or attitudes of mind that they never seem to lose their communi- 
cative significance. The second is that some actions, whether instinctive 
or not, have been so long identified in the arts with the expression of cer- 
tain emotions that they have symbolic usefulness as a more or less con- 
ventionalized sign language. Both of these facts must be interpreted with 
judgment, and with due regard to related truths. 

For example, the fact that some bodily actions are universally and in- 
stinctively expressive of certain emotions does not alter the related fact — 
already mentions in other connections— that individuals differ consider- 
ably in their ways of expressmg the same emotion. It will usually be found, 
however, that the impulse to bodily action in the ejqiression of a basic 
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emotion is felt in much, the same way, even by unlike individuals, and that 
the chief difference in their behavior lies in the degree and kind of in 
hibition or distortion which they bring to bear on it. Thus, a bodily at 
titude of cringing may be the instinctive and universal manifestation of 
feajr; but a timid person will cringe much more than a brave one, and a 
well-disciplined one may not cringe visibly at all; yet the actor portraying 
such a character will be truer to life if he can contrive to imaginA both the 
impulse to cringe and the inhibition whicli suppresses it. In the same way 
the impulse to weep is universal; but different people, and even different 
races, vary greatly in the way in which they yield to it or fight against 
it. Theoretically, it should be easy for the actor to represent inhibited 
grief pantomimically by doing nothing; by just not weeping. Actually he 
will be more intelUgible and effective if he first learns how to show grief 
in the uninhibited way, then in a more formalized pantomimic way, and 
finally by adding whatever degree of inhibition is suitable to the character. 
To show repression he must repress his pantomime; but he cannot repress 
what is not there. 

Without attempting to formulate a pantomimic code for ourselves, or 
to set up rules of bodily action, let us review what has been said of the 
three essentials already mentioned: Simplification, exaggeration, and 
codified symbolism. 


SlMPimCAXION 

Sunplification, or selection of essentials, has been frequently discussed 
in this book as a fundamental principle of art; and it is equally funda- 
mental as a matter of effective communication. If human beings, in their 
variety and resourcefulness, contrive a dozen different actions or gestures 
to^ convey the same basic idea, no one of them can be as easily and un- 
mst^ably rmderstood by as many people at as great distances as would 
be the case if only oiie simple action were universally employed for the 
same purpose. That is why actors, for many generations, have found 
it est to depict death in only two or three simple and obvious ways, rather 
than m the hundred different ways known to doctors and nurses. 

The pat fleability and variabihty of the human body as an instru- 
ment of ^ression c^ be an actual disadvantage, at times, in ma.king 
It more difiicult to simplify and select actions artistically. The student 
por IS strongly urp to study the bodily actions of marionettes, especially 
mtte hands of skillM, artistic operators. Marionettes have certain ca- 
pabihties m exaggeration denied to human actors — such as leaping twice 
their own height to express joy or fright— but they also have many more 
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limitations than real actors in the number and character of their move- 
ments. These limitations have a real value artistically, since they compel 
a degree of selection and exaggeration that human actors would ordinarily 
neglect. I recall very vividly a production of The Taming of the Shrew by 
the Tatterman Marionettes in which the character of Baptista, father of 
Katherine and Bianca, came alive for me much more effectively than te 
had ever done in the many stage productions I had seen. It was achieved 
almost entirely by a change in his manner of waiting. Baptista is naive, 
puzzled, impatient, and utterly humorless in his eagerness to get his older 
daughter safely married, and the marionette reflected this by a jerky, 
confused, rather clumsy way of walking. But when Petruchio comes to 
his rescue and Katherine is at last off his hands, he is almost absurdly 
pleased and self-satisfied, and the marionette portrayed it by developing 
a jaunty swagger in his walk which pointed up and illuminated the lines 
amazingly. A human actor might have achieved a Riniilar effect by simpli- 
fication and exaggeration; but most actors do not. The five or six human 
actors I had seen play that particular part had missed the opportunity 
completely. 

Let us repeat that the detailed realities of life are so numerous, complex, 
varied, and often meaningless that some kind of selective simplification 
becomes necessary for ordinary clarity in communication, and stUl more 
necessary as an instrvunent of significant art. Pantomimic artists and pup- 
peteers have realized this for at least two thousand years; but beginners 
in art — ^including the art of acting — do not ordinarily realize it, and some- 
times fight against it and refuse to realize it when told about it by their 
teachers and directors. 

Perhaps the commonest fault of the beginner in acting is bodily fidget- 
ing. It takes many forms, such as bobbing the head, pushing it forward, 
or leaning forward at every spoken line; backing away after finishing a 
line; “teetering,” or shifting the weight restlessly and unnecessarily from 
one foot to the other; fiddling with hand props unnecessarily; and what 
most directors call “stage wandering” — that is, continually shifting posi- 
tion from one spot on the stage to another for no reason at all. 

The first principle of all good stage movement and business is: No action 
without a purpose. Good directors not only observe this principle, but 
they try hard to teach it to their actors. Unfortunately it is a hard lesson 
for most young actors to learn. There seems to be some strong impulse 
in the human mechanism to expend svuplus energy in random motor activ- 
ity, and young people, especially, have a good deal of surplus energy. At 
the same time they have less experience of life to gmde their selection of 
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activity, and less practice in controlling their imptilses. In many cases 
it is practically impossible for a young actor to control his fidgeting through 
sheer exercise of will power in self-repression; and if he could do so L 
would merely be substituting meaningless inactivity for meaningless ac- 
tivity, with some lessening of distraction, perhaps, but no increase in real 
expressiveness. What he must learn to do is not to bottle up his energies 
but to direct them into useful channels; to select a few decisive, meaning- 
ful movements instead of many meaiunglcss ones, and pour his energies 
into the selected ones. He must, of course, cooperate with the director in 
deigning and timing those movements, to be sure that they do not create 
distractions or unbalance stage pictures; and he must not carry them to the 
point of overemphasis. He must try to learn, as every artist must, how 
to select those bold, telling strokes which convey the maximum sugges- 
tion of meaning with the minimum amount of detail. Reducing the number 
of strokes will accomplish little unless they are well chosen. Any child 
can draw a man^ by making a crude circle for the head, an ellipse for the 
body, and four lines for the arms and legs; but an accomplished cartoonist 
can draw a man with an equal number of strokes, and actually catch a 
likeness, an attitude, or a suggestion of vitality in action. In the same way 
an actor may put five minutes’ worth of energy into three well-chosen 
movements or bodUy actions and be more intelligible and less distracting 
than if he had made fifty unimportant movements in the same period. 

The late Sir Henry Irving, in spite of his awkwardness, was a master at 
selecting the telling gesture. The same informant I have quoted before 
recaUs a striking example. "Wlien Irving was killed in BcchctT he says 
“he was struck down at the top of a flight of about three steps, in the 
transept of the cathedral. He rolled down the steps to the stage level 
^d lay there, with his right arm, from shoulder to elbow, on the floor, but 
, his forearm strading vertical. This remained for a few seconds, and then 
the foremm fell; you could almost see the life going out of his body at that 


Exaggeration 

A certain degree of exaggeration is a natural— almost an inevitable- 
accompaniment of such selection. Bodily action is only one of many ele- 
ments to winch the principle applies, and it is not necessary to repeat what 
hM already been said on the subject. But the actor should not forget that 
the purpose of exaggeration .in theatre arts is twofold. It is not merely to 
overcome the difficulties of space and distance, but also to accomplish 
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the purpose of selection itself in emphasizing the significant or essential 
as against the insignificant or subordinate. Psychologically, its effect on 
the audience is to signal the fact that the selection and emphasis are in- 
tentional on the artist s part, not accidental. The degree of exaggeration 
should be just enough to accomplish that purpose, and no more. The de- 
gree will vary with the physical conditions of the theatre, the nature and 
style of the play, and the importance (at the moment) of the actor’s part. 
But too much is almost worse than too little, and inevitably suggests over- 
acting. 


Codified Symbolism 

The term “codified symbolism” is obviously tautological, since a symbol 
is not a symbol unless it has a certain code value in conveying meaningj 
but I use it to emphasize the fact that in pantomime, as already suggested, 
the codification of symbols has been pretty extensively developed. All 
communicative arts are codified, in the sense that communicative symbols 
must have approximately the same meaning for the sender and the re- 
ceiver if they are to be understood. Codes and conventions change, of 
course, but are most effective communicatively when they do not change 
too rapidly. 

A well-selected bodily action may have communicative value on the 
stage because it is instinctive and naturally indicative of a common mean- 
ing; or it may have value because it has been long accepted as part of a 
code habitually familiar to the audience. In the present age of experi- 
mentation (and even confusion) the communicative codes of the theatre, 
including that of bodily action, are less universal and stable than they used 
to be; yet it is stiU safe to say that those actions which conform to an 
established code are more readily understood than those which express too 
much individuality or originality in diaracterization. 

However, there is a dose interrelation between selection and codifica- 
tion, In selecting the most significant actions or gestures the actor is 
naturally influenced by his knowledge of existing codification, and chooses 
the ones which have the strongest symbolic value. Conversely, when he 
has reason to select an action not previously codified in order to achieve 
originality in characterization, he wiU seek to establish its symbolic value 
as quickly as possible, first by exaggeration and then by suffident repeti- 
tion to make the action part of the code, at least for that particular play. 

Thus, if he wishes to suggest a puzzled state of mind he may sdect the 
wdl-codified symbol of scratching his head; if he wishes to suggest comic 
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desperation he may select the familiar device of gritting his teeth and saz^ 
ing his hair -with both hands; or if he wishes to suggest sudden determina- 
tion he may select the standard combination of actions by simultaneously 
rising from a chair, pounding his fist on an adjoining table, and liftmg 
his chin and flashing his eyes. But if he wishes, let us say, to be somewhat 
more original in portraying a character who is very often in a puzzled 
state of mind, and to do so without the perfectly clear but unoriginal 
scratching of the head, he may select an action somewhat less usual and 
more peculiar to the total characterization he has in mind — perhaps a 
pulling at the lobe of one ear, or a pressing of one thumbnail into the point 
of the chin with the mouth open, or a nodding of the head with a vacant 
sinfift while the eyes blink unintclligeaitly. Having selected the most ap- 
propriate S)Tnbol, he first exaggerates just enough to call attention to it, 
and then repeats with sufficient frequency and uniformity to establish 
its code significance. Audiences are quick in grasping an actor’s intent 
when he is trying to codify his symbols; in these restless days people seem 
eager to freshen all sorts of conventions, or adopt new ones— -hence the 
tremendous popularity and rapid change of popular slang. They will not 
readily accept symbols that are ill-chosen or unintelligible, but they will 
quickly accept the codification of symbols that have an initial impact of 
appropriateness. And since the eye is more alert than the ear, and (in the 
theatre, at least) subject to fewer distractions, they will catch on even 
more readily to the codified symbolism of actions and gestures than to 
that of words, and with rather less awareness of a conscious intent. 

The artist best qualified to aeate a new style is the one who has first 
mastered the old; and the actor best qualified to select his own bodily 
actions and to codify them is the one who has first studied the symbolism 
of bodily action according to older codes, not only by reading up on the 
history of pantomime and on the Delsarte and similar “systems,” but by 
observing carefuUy the movements and gestures of older actors as he sees 
them on stage and screen. 

In observing older actors he is likely to notice the fact that they often 
seem to have better control of their bodies than the youngsters. They may 
be slowed down by age, and some of their repose may be purely self- 
defensive, but on the whole they are likely to show more poise and bal- 
ance in their movements, and more economy and precision of expression 
in their gestures. Some of this may be due simply to longer experience; but 
some of it is due to their having been more rigorously trained, when young, 
in the traditional rules of stage movement and business. 
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Bodily Action 

Traditional Rules in Movement and Business 

The value of traditional rules in the arts is always in dispute, and any- 
thing traditional is under constant attack from the exponents of utter 
freedom— which, more often than not, means freedom from the bother of 
learning fundamentals based on previous human experience. 

In The Art of Play Production I cited a few of the more signihcant rules 
which all actors used to be taught in their apprenticeship — fourteen of 
them, to be exact. They were as follows: 

1. The actor should face the audience when speaking. 

2. Humorous or telling lines diould be spoken straight front. 

3. AU important scenes should be played down stage. 

4. Movement should follow straight lines. 

5. An entering character should come well on stage, and not linger in the hi- 
trance. 

6. When two characters enter in conversation, the one speaking should come 
last. 

7. An exit should always be made on a line. 

8. When two characters in conversation are to sit on a sofa, the one who is to 
talk most, or whose words are most important, diould sit at the up-stage end. 

9. When a character stands at stage right or left, his weight ^ould rest on his 
down-stage foot. 

10. When a character at right starts to walk left, he diould start by taking a 
half-step with the left foot, followed by a full step with the right foot (and the 
reverse for a character at left, starting right). 

11. When a character facing left is to back away right, he should shift his 
weight to the left foot and take his first step with the right. 

12. All turns should be executed toward the audience. 

13. When a character is to kneel on one knee, it should be his down-stage 
knee. 

14. When a man and woman embrace, the man’s down-stage arm should be 
below the woman’s, his up-stage arm above. 

In citing them, I attempted to trace their origins in older stage tech- 
niques, to analyze their motives, and to evaluate their usefulness in the 
changing techniques of the modern theatre. I pointed out that most of 
them had good reasons behind them, but that the reasons might no longer 
apply, or might apply only under certain conditions. Some of my readers 
apparently grasped only the rules and not the explanations; they accused 
me of attempting to cramp the freedom of the modem actor with cut-and- 
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dried ritual. I shall not repeat the explanations here; the actor who is in- 
terested may read them in the other book. It is sufficient to say that the 
only value to be looked for in such rules is one that rests on a continuance 
of some rational principle not invalidated by changing conditions. No 
procedure can be considered sound merely because it is traditional; but 
the wise observer will understand that few things last long enough in this 
life to become traditional unless there is some reason for them in the first 
place. What we really want to know is whether, under changing conditions, 
the reason still applies. 

' The greatest value of these and other old-time procedures is not in their 
rigid application as rules of art, but in their disciplinary effect in training 
the actor to select his actions with appropriateness and without distraction. 
I have directed many hundreds of rehearsals, most of them with at least 
some inexperienced players, and I have hardly ever got through a re- 
hearsal without being distressed or interrupted by quite unnecessarily 
clumsy, awkward, obtrusive, distracting, inappropriate movements that 
would never have been committed by old-school actors trained under 
traditional rules. Perhaps the old ways were “stagey”; but nothing in 
this world is (to my eye) more obtrusively stagey than the totally untrained 
actor who is not at home on the stage — who seems always to have his 
weight on the wrong foot when it is time to walk, trips over his own feet 
by starting with the wrong one, and calls painful attention to himself 
by making his turns away from the audience when any regular theatre- 
goer would naturally expect him to turn the other way. 

Bony Training tor Acting 

Most people who give any thought to acting at all recognize the fact 
that the actor needs a flexible, responsive, well-trained body if he is to 
have any freedom of expression on the pantomimic side. There is some 
difference of opinion as to the relative values of dancing, fencing, eurhyth- 
mies, athletics, and so on, for accomplishing the purpose; but there is 
generd agreement that the conditions of modern life do not equip the 
average boy or girl for expressive bodily action on the stage without some 
kind of special instruction. Put a high-school or college youth accustomed 
to sweater, slacks, and sport shoes into satin knee-breeches, lace cuffs, and 
jabot, and he will hardly know how to walk or to sit down. Take a modern 
girl accustomed to slouching and shuffling about in rolled-up overdls and 
loose, wedge-soled sandds and ask her to walk with grace and elegance in a 
Victorian drawing-room play and the result is about what you would 
expect. 
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Body training for the actor may be addressed to either of two quite 
different objectives. It may be specific training, designed to give in'Tn 
defimte skills for use in certam parts or t3q)es of parts — training in fenc- 
ing, for example, or in boxing, or in dancing, or even in piano-playing, 
as activities that he may some time have to portray on the stage. On the 
other hand it may be body training in the larger and more general sense, to 
improve his muscular control and coSrdination, his rhythmic feeling, his 
poise, his grace of movement, his resourcefulness in gesture, his s en se of 
balance, and his general flexibility and responsiveness. Certain activities, 
such as fencmg or dancing, may be useful in respect to both objectives; 
but he should not forget that both objectives exist, and that his personal 
needs must be analyzed in respect to both. 

Training por Specific Skills 

An actor can hardly have too many skills, for he never knows when one 
of them may be useful. A professional actor may very well win (or lose) 
an engagement according to his ability (or inability) to fence, to dance, 
to sing, or to play some musical instrument. Nobody can be skillful at 
everything, and lack of any particular skill need be no bar to a stage career, 
though it may disqualify an actor for some particular part. In the talent 
pools of New York and other large cities there is a good deal of specializa- 
tion, and many an actor lands a part because he is listed as a juggler, an 
acrobat, a toe dancer, or a xylophone player — or, for that matter, because 
he has a glass eye, a wooden leg, or cauliflower ears. But he may wait years 
for the right part. The amateur, not dependent upon engagements for a 
living, can perhaps afford to have fewer skills; yet even he will do well to 
cultivate as many as possible if he wishes to be useful in a variety of parts. 
He might even capitalize a glass eye or a wooden leg, but I do not recom- 
mend his acquiring them for the purpose. 

Among the skills properly classified as bodily action, dancmg is one of 
the most generally useful to the all-round actor. Social dancmg, including 
the older forms suitable to eighteenth- and nineteenth-century plays as 
well as current styles, is the type most likely to be expected of an actor not 
specifically chosen for his dancing ability in a specialized part. Most young 
people are familiar with the latest dances of their own set, but the more at 
home they are in the styles of today the more helpless they are when asked 
to do a Viennese waltz, a minuet, a schottische, or a two-step. For several 
hundred years, down to World War I, the social dances of most periods and 
most nations, despite great variation in pace and mood, had one element 
in common: people danced rhythmically, in time to the music. Shortly 
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after World War I, and possibly as a result of the chaos and confusion 
resulting from it, social dancing changed fundamentally. What at first 
passed for “syncopation” degenerated into mere formless dragging, and 
two generations of young people have been raised to a concept of dancing 
mo re social (and sexual) than rhythmic. Nine-tenths of the dancers one 
sees today in the hotels and restaurants clutch each other and sway lan- 
guidly, timing their movements to their partners but not to the music, 
and dragging each other around with no regard whatever to the rhythm, 
even of the drums. The much-maligned “jitterbugs” were almost the only 
social dancers between the two wars who paid any attention to the beat of 
the music; happily, the recent revival of square-dancing in some regions 
seems to promise better things for the future. The young actor whose 
concept of dandng is a maudlin drag has much to learn if he is to take his 
part in a stage protrayal of a minuet or a lancers. It is not just that he 
does not know the steps, but that his whole experience has been negative. 

If he has had some training in stage dancing he will be somewhat better 
equipped. But much of that is also specialized in current modes. Training 
in tap-dandng is good preparation for tap-dancing and not much else. 
Training in the modern American form of ballet will help him if he is to 
take part in “musicals” on the order of Oklahomal or Brigadoon. Training 
in dassic ballet will have little practical application, though it will do more 
for his habitual grace and body control than some other types; while 
training in what is called “the modern dance” will be helpful chiefly on 
the pantomimic side, and will do less to teach either grace or rhythm. In 
other words, most of the spedal forms will be useful as preparation for 
their own kind of thing, and their value will be measured by the prob- 
ability of his having to use them. 

Next to dandng, the most useful body training is doubtless fendng. 
Many of the older dramas involve swordplay of one sort or another, and 
an actor who has had no instruction in fencing feels very much at a loss 
when asked to play a part calling for such action. Unfortunately, most 
instruction in fencing available today is in terms of the romanticized 
, Italian style, involving much lively footwork, but employing only light 
foils in a highly technical game of lunge and thrust. It is goocl exerdse to 
develop grace and poise, and good preparation for parts in plays calling 
for that style, but historically and dramatically quite wrong for many 
period plays — ^particularly those belonging to the periods when men flailed 
each other with huge two-handed swords, or to periods (like the Eliza- 
bethan) when they used two swords, cutting and thrusting with a hefty 
double-edged sabre in one hand and parrying with a short sword or dagger 
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in the other. The actor who sets out to learn fencing as a stage altin should 
seek an instructor who knows the history of fencing and of its conventional- 
ization on the stage. The usual fencing-team coach will he of doubtful 
help. Dramatically, it is better to be technically imperfect in the right 
style than almost perfect in the wrong one. When a play calls for two- 
handed fencing, few people will know whether the actor is doing it with 
high skill or not, but they will grasp and enjoy the imaginative suggestion. 
If he substitutes conventional foil fencing, he loses the authentic flavor; 
and if he is less than an expert with the foils there are sure to be fencers in 
the audience who will spot his imperfections. But whatever the style r Ml^d 
for, he is likely to rise to it more effectively if he has at least had a sword 
in his hand before. 

A little experience in acrobatic tumbling will do the young actor no 
harm. Not that he is so likely to be assigned the part of an accomplished 
acrobat, but he may well have to take part in rough-and-tumble scenes 
that involve physical falls, and he will not only do them more easily and 
convincingly if he has been trained for it, but will be much less likely to 
break his neck. 

No physical accomplishment is to be despised as part of an actor’s 
training, since his profession comprehends the whole of life, but those men- 
tioned are the ones he can least afford to neglect entirely. 

Body Training ror General Responsiveness 

Apart from special skUls for use in specific parts, most actors need a 
good deal of body training just to make their bodies fl.exible and responsive, 
and to give them good coordination and control under the difficult con- 
ditions of stage work. I have mentioned some of the difficulties young 
actors have even in such simple matters as learning to walk with grace 
and dignity. Some of these may be due to current bad habits, others simply 
to lack of experience. Others, undoubtedly, are due to the nervous and 
emotional strains of acting itself; and the awkwardness of beginners in 
acting is not a p assing manifestation of this decade or century but some- 
thing which has always plagued them and probably always will. As every 
director knows, it is one thing to suggest to an actor a piece of appropriate 
action or an expressive gesture, and quite another to get him to perform 
it without an appearance of pain or distress. 

Many of the difficulties actors experience in bodily action and gesture 
are the result of acquired inhibitions. Children are generally much freer 
in bodily expression. Yet even children begin to acquire certain inhibitions 
at an early age, especially those related to embarrassment or self-conscious- 



ness. You can see the process -working when a child is play-acting in the 
nursery with much bodily expression and then suddenly discovers that a 
grown person is watching him. If he does not balk and refuse to go on at 
all, he becomes awkward and inhibited. The inhibitions of self-conscious- 
ness, plus those of social discipline, are cumulative over the years, and by 
the time the individual is old enough to be considering acting as a serious 
study he is likely to have lost a good deal of his natural freedom. 

Body training for the actor must therefore be largely corrective, de- 
signed to free him physically from acquired inhibitions, overcome sdf- 
consdousness, and restore the natural coordinations of childhood. It is 
not so much a matter of developing abnormal or unusual bodily skills as of 
recapturing those that are his normal birthright. 

For this kind of training also I recommend dancing as the best all-round 
exercise. But there are many kinds of dancing, and they are not all equally 
useful. Present-day sodal dandng is probably the least useful, and is 
actually detrimental to the rhythmic sense. Tap-dancing is good exercise, 
and effective in developing the sense of rhythm, but is rather too cramped 
and specialized to be very helpful in restoring general freedom of bodily 
action. Training in classic ballet is helpful if not carried to excess; it cer- 
tainly encourages grace of movement and muscular cobrdination. But since 
to he effective for its own purposes it must be started early and continued 
over a long period, it often is carried to excess so far as the needs of an all- 
round actor are concerned; an actor who has had too much ballet training 
is apt to show it in all his movements, springing about the stage a little too 
lightly and striking graceful poses a little too readily. This is true in a lesser 
degree of training in modem ballet. The modem dance, being more directly 
pantomimic, is much more helpful in teaching the actor pantomimic ges- 
ture, including the process of simplification, exaggeration, and codification; 
but like modem social dancing it maintamsadose association with blurred, 
amorphous rhythms, and it is my observation tliat actors with training 
in the modern dance often have a bad sense of timing in their stage move- 
ments. 

The best kind of dancing for its indirect effect on the actor’s poise, 
timing, and freedom of bodily action, is stage dancing in the greater va- 
riety, of styles and rhythms current in the last quarter of the nineteenth 
century and the first quarter of the twentieth — supplemented, perhaps, 
by various styles of folk dandng or square dandng. Such dancing would 
involve so many different paces and kinds of movement that the actor 
would be in no danger of falling into any one mannerism; their only point 
of similarity would be that all would teach him poise, freedom, bodily 
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balance, and precision in timing. The e^erience might well include the 
easier types of soft-shoe dancing, budc-^nd-wing, line and figure dancing, 
waltzing in strict tempo, stage versio»| of the polka and schottische, per- 
haps some semi-acrobatic dancing, an& so on. Paces should include slow 
and fast waltz time, two-step, one-step, cake-walk time, lancers, polka, 
Irish jig, Highland fling, and especially schottische time, one of the very 
best paces to teach a strong bodily sense of rhythm. There are dozens of 
other good ones, and variety is highly desirable. Modern rhythms need not 
be excluded, even the blurred ones; but the young actor cannot afford to 
let them enslave him. 

A special pattern of rhythmic body training for the stage wag highly 
popularized a few years ago under the name of “Dalcroze Eurhythmies” 
(after its originator), and is still taught in many schools of acting. It had 
undoubted merits, but its vogue seems rather on the decline, perhaps 
largely because the system was so highly specialized. Certainly it was most 
effective when combined with many other exercises. 

Athletic activities in general, chosen with variety and moderation, are 
obviously helpful in developing the actor’s body and strengthening his 
coordinations. Some of these, however, are also highly specialized, and if 
carried to the point necessary for individual prowess may give the actor 
more mannerisms than freedom. Everybody is familiar with the charac- 
teristic round-shouldered slouch of the football player, not always an asset 
on the stage. The track dmrapion often shows a high-strung tension which 
is of doubtful value to the actor. The accomplished swimmer learns re- 
versed breathing rhythms not helpful to voice control. The overtrained 
fencer may have some of the same mannerisms as the ballet dancer, suit- 
able enough for some plays and parts, but not for all. Tennis is perhaps the 
best game to develop bodily agility and balance of the sort useful to the 
actor; but a well-designed system of setting-up exercises is even better — 
though not so pleasurable as a game. 

A reasonable amount of military training (especially when combined 
with daily setting-up exercises) is decidedly helpful in building good car- 
riage, poise, and sense of rhy thm — all desirable qualities for the actor. 
When the returning G.I.’s of World War II went back to college in com- 
pany with high-school graduates who had never had such training, their 
superiority in the qualities mentioned (and also for the most part in good 
manners) was plainly evident to their teachers. Opponents of mihtary 
training profess to believe that it makes stiff, brainless automatons of 
young men; but after watching the veterans of two World Wars readjust 
themselves to civilian activities (including acting) I am convinced that 
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most Americans and all actors would be greatly benefited bv somp p 
perience in it. ^ 

Doubtiess there are many other forms of body training that would bene 
fit actor however unrelated they may seem to his particular task It 
IS also possible for him to devise some special exercises more direct^J 
dressed to the training of his body in pantomimic action and meanly 
psture. They are likely to be most effective if designed or chosen bv^t^ 
individual to fit his own needs; but the following suggestions mav dve tt 
student a hint of the possibilities; the list is not intended to be at all com^ 
prehensive. nor equally suitable for all actors, but rather to illustrate Zb 

kmd of list he might make for his own use; illustrate the 

I. Practice w^ing as a child, a youth, a middle-aged person an ddprlv 

oZZ ^^PPy person, a thoughtful person, an excited 

P , a grief-stncken person, an angry person, a stealthy person an arm 

f ^ ''' partly pLalyaed intoxT 

Gated, drugged, or stunned by shock. intoxi- 

’'““e ““'Jer similarly varied circumstances 
A ^ balanced on the head. 

4. Practice walking back and forth between stage right and stacp Ipft 

SSf" f tSj 

stage and on and so on It is 

irniinatioZ doors; use the 

Z l-Suaga (without words or 
you here?" "What shalU do next?” "mn ZfZt?”' “What brings 

again?” "You lousel” "What’s the use?” "PiLZZ Z!.” 

hoZ, *0^ w 

casins, and so on. ’ ^ boots, light slippers, sandals, moc- 

length skirts, short lirts^honn^?’ long skirts, ankle- 
so L PasaU w a^t S””-. a»1 

impedtoenl., "r'‘ -IM®"* 

buidens, and so on. ’ s s, cm ches, handbags, knitting bags, heavy 



made the speech-Washington Lincoln The!!(1 

Senator Snort A' W™*! Colonel Blimp, or 

10, Practice exaggerating your own movements to the 1 i 

"I *•“ *™ «* rttmi.'iE*' 

- ta Mfafc * ^ ^ ^ ^ 

aijkata lie werytMng else, it is mud harder for sle than for 
others. But ni tag the Wy, as m freeing the imagination, one must 
learn lie tnck of omquenng inhibitions and “wearing the heart on the 
sleevCi It caiuiot be done secretivdyi 
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T o SOME actors public performance is just a continuation of rehearsals 
with a little added excitement and a feeling of satisfaction in the re- 
wards of appreciation and applause. To others it is a terrifying ordeal, 
fraught with dangers of stage fright, of forgetting lines, of not doing as well 
as expected. To still others it is a welcome release from the boredom of 
rehearsals, the opportunity at last to show off ability by beginning to act. 
There are some actors who go all to pieces at the first performance, revert 
to faults the director thought he had ironed out weeks before, and develop 
new ones under the temptations created by audience response. There are 
others who never seem able to do their best — even with honest effort— 
until the audience is in. 

It is well for the young actor to take stock of himself and consider 
whether he is inclined to run to extremes in any of these directions. If the 
first performance is just another rehearsal to him, either he is lacking in 
sensitivity or he has been remarkably successful in acting at rehearsals 
with full imaginative completeness. If he is unduly alarmed at the first 
performance it may be merely because he is a beginner experiencing stage 
fright for the first time — ^in which case it may comfort him to know that 
most of our great actors suffer the same discomfort on a first night, even 
after forty years of experience. Or it may be because he is thinking too 
much about himself and whether he will make a good impression, and too 
. little about his imaginative characterization. Or — ^heaven forbid! — ^it may 
be because he has neglected his re^nsibilities, is not really sure of his 
lines, and has good reason to distrust himself. If he is relieved that the 
boredom is over, and delighted that he can now begin to act, he may well 
ask himself whether his attitude at rehearsals has been all it diould be, 
and whether he is not putting a foolish trust in so-called inspiration, or 
relying too much on the audience to supply the imagination for him. 

In general, the young actor who runs to none of these extremes but ex- 
periences a few symptoms of each has most reason to be encouraged. He 
is probably normal. The actor who is unmoved by the presence of the first 
audience and the one who is unreasonably alarmed by it are not in as 
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happy a situation, but there is no reason to think that either is incurable 
The one who has been impatient of rehearsals and who is confident that 
he wiU be aU right as soon as he “feels” the audience is the one who has 
most cause to worry— and is least likely to do so. He may well be the victim 
of too much shallowness of purpose, too much egotism, too much vanity, 
or too little imaginative sincerity in working up his part. His worst dange^ 
is that he may cut loose too violently when the audience is in, yield too 
easily to audience response, mistake every little success for a flash of 
genius, and begin “mugging” the audience at the expense of sincere char- 
acterization. Every experienced director knows that such an actor is the 
hardest to restrain, and the one most likely to become a self-e^loiting 
virtuoso instead of a real artist. 

The Apphoach to Pehioejiance 

As the opening night draws near, there are some things an actor can do 
to ease the shock of transition from rehearsal to performance. 

For one thing he can begin to rely less on the director and more on him- 
self. A wise director will cooperate in this by finishin g his detail work early, 
sparing the actors umiecessary interruptions in the last few rehearsals, 
and encouraging their sense of imaginative contmuity by putting them 
largely “on their own.” Actors of experience appreciate this opportunity. 
An actor need not feel that he is forbidden to consult with the director or 
seek help from him during the last rehearsals and first performances; but 
he should remember that directors are busy and harassed people at that 
stage of the proceedings, bothered by endless questions from carpenters, 
electricians, property men, costumers, business staff workers, press agents, 
reporters, photographers, and frimids trying to wangle tickets or special 
favors, and that their answers to actors are likely to be more hurried and 
less helpful than they might have been earlier. It is just as important as 
ever that the actor should be part of the team and not a lone wolf; but he 
should realize that it is now time to accept his responsibilities and carry 
on without further coddling or nursing. 

It seems rln'ldiah to say that the actor should move heaven and earth . 
to be sure of his lines before the opening performance, since he ought to 
have done that long before. But many an actor who should know better 
seems willing to take a chance on the fact that he has got through a re- 
hearsal or two without prompts and to neglect his lines in the critical 
days and hours before the opening night. Many a time I have seen an 
actor who was letter perfect three weeks before the opening go off his 
lines badly at the first performance — or perhaps at the second or third. 
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This comes of ignoring two things: the disruptive effect of first-night ex- 
citement, and the simple fact that the human memory is really a progres- 
sive forgettory, a leaky sieve which loses part of its content every day un- 
less more is put in than leaks out. The actor who stops studying as soon 
as he ttiinlTR he knows his lines, and relies on the last few rehearsals (often 
with two or three da}^’ interval between) to keep him up in them, is in- 
viting trouble. A “smart aleck” will scoff at the suggestion, but a smart 
actor will run over his lines, preferably with someone to read cues, at least 
once a day for the last week or two before the opening, no matter how well 
he tbiTiTfR he knows them; and he will continue the practice after perform- 
ances begin. It may seem an unnecessary waste of time, but there is noth- 
ing else so soothing to the nerves, or so effective in providing that little 
extra boost of confidence which makes for a firm, sure performance. Even 
the seasoned professional can blow up in his lines after two hundred con- 
secutive performances; but he is far less likely to do so if he gives them a 
quick run-through every afternoon. 

Another thing the actor can do as the opening night draws near (if the 
matter is in his hands at all) is to see that his costume is ready, and right, 
that his make-up problem is solved, that any hand props he may have to 
use are properly selected and properly placed on the stage or in the wings. 
He should not make a nuisance of himself by usurping responsibilities, 
countermanding the orders of the stage manager or arguing with costumers 
or property men. But there is a middle course between that and the feeble 
dependence of some actors on having everything done for them by some- 
body else, or handed to them at the proper instant by a mind reader. Any 
good property man, for example, is only too glad to have a dear under- 
standing with the actor who is to use certain hand props as to where and 
how he wants them placed and just when he will need them. 

In a well-equipped and well-organized theatre provision is made for 
emergency supplies such as first-aid bandages, antiseptics, cough drops, 
indigestion pills, and the like; also for sdssors, pins, needles, spare but- 
tons and other items often needed in a hurry. The wise actor will not trust 
to such provision, however, and will have his own emergency equipment, 
appropriate to his own costume, habits, and condition of health. Women, 
with their elaborately equipped handbags, are less apt to be caught off 
guard in such matters than men; but any actor will enjoy his first-night 
performance a great deal better if his kit includes his favorite gargle, a 
good antacid stomach settler, a soothing eyewash to take excess make-up 
out of his eyes, a strong antiseptic for cuts or scratches, some gauze and 
adhesive tape, a spare shirt and collar, spare buttons to match any he 
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might possibly lose, needles, thread, safety-pms, a nail file, a hand mirror, 
a spare belt, a spare tie, spare shoelaces and garters, an extra handkerchief 
or two, a hairbrush, a whisk broom, some cold cream and tissue for re- 
moving make-up (whether he does his own make-up or not), soap, towels, 
and anything else that might be urgently needed just before or after cur- 
tam tune. Though no emergency may arise, the sense of security that 
results from such preparedness is highly condupve to an unworried and 
imaginative performance. 


Back-Stage Moeai.e 

Many great actors and directors have recognized the need for some 
technique to offset the demoralizing effect of back-stage confusion, es- 
pecially in the first few performances. Salvini is said to have marip a prac- 
tice of dressing and making up in time to spend an hour pacing up and 
down before a performance in order to work into the character imagina- 
tively. Stanislavsky not only did something Ri-milar himself, but dis- 
couraged his actors from small talk back stage and urged tfipm to spend 
some time meditating in character in order to “get into the drde.” Some 
directors will permit no conversation in the green room except about the 
play; others urge the actors to stay in their dressing rooms until called, 
either going over their parts or thinking themselves into diaracter. StiU 
others take the opposite view, and urge their players not to think of their 
parts at all until just before they enter, on the theory that they axe less 
apt to be unduly tense that way. 

The truth is that no fixed ritual in the matter is wise ; there are too many 
variables. When the actors are well rehearsed and sure of their parts the 
tension of excitement and expectation may actually key them up and re- 
sult in a very good first performance— in which case the greatest danger to 
their morale may be that of a reaction and letdown in the second or third. 
On the other hand, if they are shaky on their lines and the last few re- 
hearsals have been ragged it is usually better for them to come early, keep 
calm, stay in their dressing rooms, and go over their parts. Much depends 
on the t3^e and' mood of the play, the methods of rehearsal, the arrange- 
ment of the theatre, the position of the green room (if any), the size and 
comfort of the dressing rooms, the type of setting, the amount of bustle 
and confusion back stage, the method used for calling the players for their 
entrances, and so on. For the individual actor much depends on the nature 
and length of his part, on whether he is on stage at the first curtain, on 
how and when he makes his first entrance, on whether he has to achieve 
a subtle mood immediately on entering, or merely an obvious one. But the 
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greatest variable of all is the individual temperament of the actor. Some 
actors can joke and gossip ofi stage and then jump instantly into a fully 
imaginative mood and walk on the stage completely in character; others 
must have time and freedom from distraction in order to work into the 
mood. 

The back-stage morale of the actor is greatly enhanced when the or- 
ganization is good. When he gets the impression that the stage manager 
knows his business, that the crew is efficient, that the lights wiU work 
smoothly and surely, the off-stage effects occur promptly on cue, and the 
curtain go up and come down on time, he feels a comforting sense of re- 
assurance, and is much more likely to play with smoothness and confi- 
dence. 

Perhaps the most important phase of back-stage organization in its 
direct effect on the actor is the call system, which may be anything from 
a hit-or-miss dependence on a thoughtful prompter to an elaborate setup 
of microphones and loud speakers. The traditional method is the direct 
one by which a “call-boy,” employed for the purpose, summons the actor 
from his dressing room for each entrance, either on instructions from the 
prompter or on the basis of a special “call sheet”; if the call-boy himself is 
reliable this is still the best system, especially when double-checked by 
the prompter. In some modern theatres the prompter does the calling by 
means of push buttons, sounding electric buzzers in individual dressing 
rooms — a fine system if the prompter is careful to push the right button, 
and the actor happens to be in his dressing room at the time. In other 
modem theatres, diiefly non-commercial ones, loud speakers are placed in 
green room, lavatories, and dressing rooms, with microphones on the stage 
to pick up cues as spoken by the actors. When such a system is turned on 
continuously it defeats its own purpose after one or two performances, for 
the actors get weary of listening to it and learn to shut it out of conscious- 
ness; a better plan is to have the signal cut in by the prompter just for 
one or two lines at a time on marginal cues in the prompt book, so spaced 
as to give each actor one or two well-timed warning cues for each entrance. 

But whatever the system used’— or lack of system — the actor should 
teach himself to cooperate with it rather than to depend upon it. Calls are 
not intended to relieve him of responsibility, but merely to check on him 
and reduce the chance of his embarrassing others through forgetfulness 
and incompetence. It should be a matter of pride with him not to need 
them. The danger point is not usually the first performance, but the third 
or fourth. The anxiety of the first night keeps Mm exceptionally alert; but 
if he escapes disaster for two or three nights he jumps to the conclusion 
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that he knows the routine thorougWy now, and has no further need to 
worry. That is when he lets down, allows somebody or RfimptliiTig back 
stage to distract him, and misses an entrance cue. 

My own most embarrassing moment on any stage occurred in the fourth 
performance of a production of Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s 
Dreafn- We were using blackout curtains between scenes, and had made an 
extra division just before the comic love scene between Titania and Bot- 
tom (with his ass s head). Playing Bottom, I had taken my place in the 
darkness, and as the lights came on I said my line and began my ’^woosel 
cock song, expecting Titania to interrupt with her famous exdamationj 
“What angel wakes me from my flowery bed!” Peering through the ass’s 
mouth, however, I was horrified to discover that no Titania was sleeping 
on the flowery bed. Titania, it developed, was out in the “prop” room 
playing poker with the stage crew, and had missed her call. I had to pro- 
long my solo rather painfully while our alert Puck dashed off to summon 
the fairy queen, who finally spoke her line, not rising from the flowery 
bed but sprinting breathlessly on from the 'wings! In the first three per- 
formances she had been perfectly reliable; but last night’s perfection is of 
no effect on tonight’s audience in the theatre of living actors. 

It is debatable whether actors "with reasonably good imagina'tions need 
a great deal of magic hocus-pocus about working up and maintaining 
the mood and feeling of the character back stage, either before or during 
the performance; but the example just given — by no means an unusual 
one — ^illustrates a much more practical reason why the actor should keep 
his mind on his job every minute of the time till the final curtain is down. 
He should do so to guard against the ever-present hazard of distraction, 
which may cause him to miss a cue regardless of how well he knows his 
part or how many times he has played it. Unless some utterly foolproof 
call system exists to s umm on him for his next entrance — ^no matter where 
he is, or what he is doing, or how long his “wait” — ^he should allow nobody 
to tempt him into irrelevant conversation or any other seemingly harmless 
diversion. This is a real problem, and it has nothing to do with any mystic 
notion about “getting into the circle,” or “being” the character spiritually 
or emotionally. 

The temptation is strong among actors — even veterans — ^to make casual 
remarks to each other when waiting in the wings. As they listen to the 
lines being said on stage, noting slight changes in rhythm or mflection, 
and in audience response, as compared with those of previous performances, 
their very interest in their work heightens this temptation. But every actor 
should remember that the briefest and seemingly most harmless com m e nt 
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to another actor may divert that actor’s attention at the precise instant 
when his cue is spoken and cause him to miss his entrance or be late for it 
A good rule is: Do not speak to another actor unless you know his next 
cue as well as your own, and know positively that there is a safe margin 
of time both for your comment and his answer. A still better rule is: Do 
not speak to another actor waiting for his cue, even if you are sure there 
is plenty of time. 

The actor waiting for his entrance cue is subject to another temptation 
quite likely to bring disaster to himself as well as to others. That is the 
temptation to think ahead and start mentally rehearsing the co min g scene. 
It is one of the best methods known for missing the cue itself, and also for 
making the actor jittery and uncertain during the scene. He should listen 
for the cue, of course; and before that for a warning cue several lines ahead. 
He should be clear in his mind which scene is coming, what properties 
he is to carry on (if any), what the mood and tempo of his entrance are 
to be, and what his entrance line (if any) is to be. But he should vigorously 
resist all temptation to anticipate anything beyond that. An actor who 
knows his scene perfectly well, and has been through it successfully many 
times, can get himself into a frightful dither by running over lines as the 
moment nears and suddenly discovering that he cannot remember the 
fourth or fifth line. Actually he would remember it well enough in its proper 
rhythm and context; but failing to recall it out of context he grows panicky, 
and perhaps bungles the scene quite mmecessarily. 

Wi^ all its hazards, however, life back stage is, and should be, fun. In 
advismg concentration and alertness, and warning against distraction, I 
suggest that actors should get no joy and companionship 
out of their work, or look upon it as consecrated drudgery. To those who 
act only for pay or for fame it may be largely that; but to most players, 
^d certainly to most of those in amateur and community theatres, it is a 
joyous advmture in creative group art. The spirit of the hobby-rider, men- 
tioned m the chapter on Rehearsal, should be carried over into perform- 
^ce. There IS plenty of time for social contact and group conversation 
before ^d after a performance, between the acts, and (for some players) 
durmg long wmts; and there is no need to impose rigid silences on eveiy- 

hobby-rider is not, 

d should not be, content with anything second-rate; and that first-rate 

achieved when all those concerned are fully 
aware of the pitfaUs and thoroughly determined not to get caught in 
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Going On 

As the cue comes and the actor walks out of the darkness of the wings 
into the glare of the lights and the presence of the audience, he moves 
from the secret artiEdality of scene braces, lighting cables, and stage 
hands into a new world of collective imagination, rather terrifying to the 
beginner, and always a bit exciting even to the veteran. To be sure, the 
actor does not experience the complete visual illusion which the audience 
is supposed to experience, and is never entirely able to escape the mechani- 
cal evidences of artifice. He can still see some of the scene braces, the backs 
of some fiats, various hidden lights as well as the more obvious footlights 
and border lights, the red exit lights in the auditorium, perhaps some lobby 
hghts, and the unfinished or unpamted backs of some stage properties^ 
and if he allows himself to look he can often see other actors standing in 
the wings, stage hands moving about, and perhaps the prompter waiting 
ominously for him to forget his hn^. But one of the first tTiin gs he must 
learn is not to look at such things — rather to ignore them. In this he is 
helped by the brightness of the stage lights and the relative obscurity off 
stage. 

There is a peculiar psychological transformation as one goes on stage, 
never quite at its maximum in rehearsal, but felt at its full value when the 
audience is in. It is hard to describe, and harder to analyze; but it is very 
ancient and significant in theatrical history. Having e3q)erienced it, one 
begins to understand the magic circle which primitive man drew on the 
ground to separate the mystic unreality of his ceremonials from the com- 
monplace surroundings of the world outside. The world of illusion and the 
world of reality are never unrelated; yet they are never quite the same 
thing, and between them is a sharp line that somehow feels like a wide gulf. 
Outside, looking in, the actor in the wings is aware of the crude realities 
at his elbow, but thinks of the doings on stage as the illusion. As he walks 
into the scene, however, thing s seem to reverse themselves; the world of 
illusion becomes imaginatively real for him, and the back-stage mechanics 
of realism fade into the obscurity of half-forgotten unreality. 

One need not regard this experience as something occult or supernatural, 
to be treated as sacred, and spoken of in awesome, reverential tones; but 
there can be no doubt of its importance as a manifestation of imagination 
at work. That it is a good thing for the theatre there can, likewise, be no 
doubt; if it were bad, the theatre would have perished long ago. But it 
does have certain dangers for the inexperienced or unstable actor. When 
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its impact is too sudden or unexpected, he may be flustered and discon- 
certed; he may lose composure or forget lines. When it proves too enticing, 
it may tempt him into “mugging,” “gagging,” or overacting of one sort 
or another. It is precisely because actual performance before an audience 
is inescapably different from rehearsal in its psychological relationships 
that I have urged throughout this book the importance of adequate re- 
hearsal, and of whole-hearted acting at rehearsals. True, no rehearsal 
recognized as such, even with some invited guests, can bring quite the same 
sense of stepping into the magic circle of illusion as a full-fledged per- 
formance; but the closer the approximation achieved in rehearsal, the less 
the demoralization of the actor at the first performance, and the greater 
the chance that the first few performances will be smooth and sure. The 
release of the actor’s sense of illusion as he steps on the stage is after all 
only a release of what has already been thoroughly prepared for; it cannot 
create for him something that is not there. It caiinot tell him what the 
play is about if he has not read it; it cannot reveal the author’s conception 
of the character if he has not studied it; it cannot teach him his lines or 
business if he does not know them. In other words, the artistic and in- 
spirational stimulus in the presence of the audience is in direct proportion 
to the preparation that has been made for it in rehearsal. 

Once the actor is on stage he is surrounded by certain dangers and 
temptations against which he ought to be warned. Yet he should also be 
warned against the mistake of letting his mind dwell on them too fear- 
somely, to the detriment of his imaginative freedom. Some of them can 
be wholly or partly conquered in rehearsal, but some lurk unsuspected m 
the presence of the audience. . 

To begin with a brutally practical matter, the nervous actor making his 
first entrance can very easily spoil it by tripping over the doorsill. Interior 
doorways in real houses do not, ordinarily, have sills, but doors in interior 
stage settings do; and even open doorways have pieces of strap iron across 
them to keep the flats from warping and make them easy to handle when 
being moved. Whether these obstructions arc covered by rugs or exposed, 
actors who drag their feet and actresses trying to manage high heels often 
trip over them, sometimes after years of experience. Beginners are always 
warned against them, and usually learn to negotiate them quite well in the 
last few rehearsals. But “on the night,” as the first entrance brings a sense 
of imaginative reality, the eager actor too often forgets the wretched 
things, and stumbles after all. A comedian may get a laugh at almost any 
other time by pretending to trip over something, but when he trips on his 
first entrance a theatre-wise audience correctly diagnoses it as clumsiness 
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on the actor's part rather than the character’s, and does not consider it 
funny. In The Cherry Orchard, Tchekhov lets his comic character Epi- 
khodov stumble on his first entrance and drop the nosegay he is carrying; 
audiences sternly refuse to laugh at that because it looks to th ^m like 
accidental bungling rather than legitimate comedy. It is doubtful whether 
stumbling has ever been very good comedy anyhow since its first thousand 
years, but certainly the most inappropriate time for it— and the most 
likely — ^is on the nervous actor’s first entrance. 

A second practical hazard is that of unexpected change. Directors and 
technicians are inclined to be perfectionists, and after spriHiTig the actors 
home from the last dress rehearsal they may work all night rVinnging a 
lighting effect here, the position of a rug there, the angle of a rh aj r or a 
table or a divan somewhere else; or they may decide to have the actress 
who has been wearing a red dress change to a green one, or make up fhpir 
minds that some piece of furniture is unsatisfactory after all and send out 
a hurry call for something entirely different. And in all likelihood they will 
forget to warn the actor, who will not know about it until he walks on the 
stage in the presence of the audience and is suddenly confronted with 
something strangely different. After six or eight performances most actors 
can take such dianges in stride and not be bothered by them, especially if 
there have been several of them from night to night; but unfbrseen changes 
at the first performance are disconcerting to say the least. And that is 
precisely when they are most likely to happen, since the dress rehearsal so 
often reveals faults previously overlooked. 

It is not a bad idea therefore, for the actor to look the set over before 
the act begins just to make sure that furniture and properties are in their 
familiar places. He should not get in the way of the crew when they are 
setting the stage, nor disobey any rules the director may have set up about 
loitering on the stage; but he can usually manage to find out about any 
important change if he tries. And if that is not possible, he should make his 
first entrance with a mental reservation to expect the unexpected and not 
be too mucli flustered by it. 

A similar reservation should, in fact, be the actor’s constant companion 
while on stage, for it is always the unexpected developments which make 
trouble in performance — ^unexpected sights or sounds, unexpected changes 
in the rhythms or inflections of other players, unexpected audience re- 
actions, unexpected cuts and prompts, unexpected failure of lighting 
changes, off-stage effects, and so on. An actor who is letter perfect and 
quite comfortably sure of himself when things are going smoothly in thar 
accustomed rhythm can go completely blank in his mind when another 
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actor forgets a line or gives a -wrong cue. Since the possibilities are too 
numerous to be foreseen and prepared against in detail, his best defense is 
a Ifinfl of general resignation, a fatalistic awareness that anything can 
happen and probably will, and that there is no use being apprehensive 
about it. After all, acting is Just a game, a sophisticated form of play, to 
be carried through with the hobbyist’s determination to do his best, but 
■with the thought that the audience is in the game, too, and not disposed 
to look upon a slip of tongue or memory as an unpardonable sin. People 
will readily forgive a slip from an amateur because he is an amateur; and 
they will forgive one from a professional in their pleasure at discovering 
that he is human and fallible just like anybody else. They will far more 
readily forgive an accidental slip which they attribute to nervousness than 
they will a piece of acting suggestive of poor preparation, bad taste, or 
egotistic self-exploitation. If the actor has done his best to prepare well 
and to play his part -with imaginative sincerity, he may face the possibility 
of bungling a line, or giving a wrong cue, or having to take a prompt, with 
no fear that anybody in the American theatre will demand his bloody 
liquidation. He should by all means try hard to avoid such disasters, but 
for the fun of doing well rather than the fear of consequences. 

In the chapter on Rehearsing mention was made of certain bad habits 
often built up in rehearsal and carried over into performance, including 
those of inadequate voice, of looking dovm too much, and of looking ex- 
pectantly at the prompter when in difficulty. 

If the opening performance is given to a full house, almost the first 
difference the actor notices as he goes on stage is a change in the acoustics. 
A full house absorbs the sound of the voices with much less reverberation 
than an empty or half-empty one — the contrast being more noticeable in 
some theatres than in others. This affects different actors in different ways. 
Some, missing the echo, fear that they are not talking loud enough, and 
begin to shout in an effort to get the echo back; but the majority seem to 
react in the opposite way. They sense the fact that it is easier to be heard 
in a full house, and so relax too much, speaking in tones that sound weak 
and let do-wn. Since the acoustics really are better in a full house the re- 
duced tones are often audible; but psychologically they are bad because 
they give the audience an impression of weak or timid playing; also they 
allow no margin of surplus volume to take care of the coughs and sneezes 
and other distractions which harass the listeners. It is wise, therefore, for 
the actor to expect some softening of the acoustics, and to be on guard 
against the temptation to reduce his voice level too much. 

It sometimes takes two or three performances to restore the voices to the 



Performance 269 

proper level, even though that level may have been maintained in many 
rehearsals. After five or six performances it is likely to slump again when- 
ever the actors become depressed or jittery by reason of an unresponsive 
audience, or a disconcerting error in lines, or bad news back stage. I have 
seen players take the edge off a comedy by speaking in weak, inelastic 
tones, because word had just spread back stage of the sudden death of a 
beloved colleague. No actor would do this if he knew it; but it is because 
the tendency creeps up on him subconsdoudy that it RppTng worth while to 
warn him against it. 

The habit of looking down too much is common with beginners, and the 
problem of overcoming it is sometimes rather involved. Much depends 
upon the lighting arrangements in a particular scene, and on the Hpgign 
and proportions of the theatre itself. The common practice of conducting 
stage rehearsals under first-horder lights only, with no foots, encourages 
the fault; and wise directors demand bright footlights at rehearsals to dis- 
courage it. The tendency of many scenic artists to light plays without foot- 
lights puts a still stronger incentive on the actor to look at the floor, es- 
pedally when most of the light is coming in a blaze from the balcony rail 
at just the angle to annoy him if he looks slightly upward and speaks — as 
the saying goes— -“to the wide wide world.” The actor must make up his 
mind that he is going to have to face bright lights a good part of his life, 
and must learn to do so easily, without blinking or squinting, and without 
looking down to avoid them. He does not have to look squardy at any one 
light, and it would be very bad for his eyes indeed to look directly at a 
high-powered spot. The trick is to look past the lights into space, at just 
enough difference in angle to avoid focusing the glare on the retina. In most 
theatres he will normally look out above the footlights and bdow the 
balcony lights or beam lights. Occasionally, in a theatre with low balcony 
and relatively high stage, he may have to place the “wide wide world” 
above the balcony. 

If he has been rehearsing with footlights and has got used to looking out 
over them at empty seats, he may suddenly feel sdf-consdous at the first 
performance in the realization that the seats are no longer empty, and may 
be tempted to look down even more, between his feet and the footlights. 
This is not so likely to be a problem when the lights are so arranged as to 
make the audience quite invisible; but when the actor can see faces beyond 
the footlights he is likely to do one of two things; look down (or up) too 
much in the effort to avoid seeing them, or accept them commumcatively 
and start “mugging” — ^which is worse. One of the most important and 
practical disadvantages of the modern tendency to abolish footlights is 
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that it renders the audience more visible to the actors, and increases the 
difficulty of maintaining esthetic distance for the actor who does not look 
down. 


Covering Errors and Taking Prompts 

It is the natural ambition of every actor to get through a production 
with no slips and no prompts. Unfortunately, some express their ambition 
largely in wishful thinking and do not work very hard to make it a reality. 
Others, having naturally good memories, experience comparatively little 
trouble from the start, and so tend to become overconfident. Others do 
work hard, and master their parts thoroughly, so that they are not likely 
to need prompts as long as things are going smoothly. But things do not 
always go smoothly, and a slip on one actor’s part is likely to make another 
actor miss a cue, even if letter perfect himself. As I have more than once 
indicated in this book, neither professional experience nor a long run will 
niake an actor or actress completely immune to lapses of memory; and 
disaster sometimes strikes without warning or apparent reason. One of 
the most famous Juliets of our time forgot her lines in the boudoir scene 
after several hundred performances; the unexpectedness of it so discon- 
certed the veteran actress playing the nurse that she forgot hers also, and 
both sat speechless while the prompter (who had grown careless after 
months of inactivity) was rushing to his desk and frantically trying to finH 
the proper page. So, no matter how often we may say that the best way 
to take a prompt is not to need one, it is still true that the actor may have 
to take one, and should therefore know how to “cover” that or any other 
stage emergmey with the least possible distraction to the audience. 

A surprising number of slips, cuts, and stage waits which seem to the 
actors almost cataclysmic pass quite unnoticed by the audience, so long 
as the actors seem unruffled and do not betray their difficulties by such 
giveaway actions as tapping the forehead, looking appealingly or expect- 
^tly at the prompter, or saying, “OhI-YesI” when they hear the prompt, 
n the actors show confidence in themselves, the customers usually have 
confidence m them. I have seen a company confuse cues and play three or 
four pages of the second act in the middle of the first, and later play the 
same scene over again with a few improvised changes in the wording, with 
nobody in the audience aware of anything wrong beyond a little unex- 
plamed obscurity m the play. In the original production of Fapa Is All 
1 Plajjig Emma rush on and say, ‘T’ve brought you a 

letter. , and then hastily add, “I left it in the barn— I’ll get it!” and dash 
o agam, to return in about three seconds with the forgotten prop; and 
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as I glanced quickly about me I saw that hardly anybody in the audience 
had realized that the slip was not part of the play. Again and again I have 
heard actors call each other by the wrong character nam e s (one of the 
commonest slips to which they are addicted) while not one person in fifty 
noticed the error — though nearly everybody does notice it if the actor 
realizes his own error and corrects himself. All this is not to suggest that 
nustakes are unimportant^ or that the actor should not do everything in 
his power to avoid them. It is simply to point out that once a mistake is 
made it should be covered or ignored, and not emphasized by correction, 
unless the correction is absolutely vital to the contmuing action of the 
play. 

Errors of omission, cuts, slips, garbled lines, and so on, seldom do ir- 
reparable harm in themselves; they are momentary flaws, like flickers on a 
movie screen or ripples of interference on a television set, or misprints m 
a book. But a passing flaw can be turned into a serious piece of misinfor- 
mation for the audience and confusion for the actors by too much eagerness 
in improvising or “faking” lines to cover a break. Some actors — especially 
those who have had an overdose of training in improvisation — are proud 
of their ability to “ad lib” in emergencies, and eager to indulge it at the 
slightest opportunity. When somebody forgets a line or fails to, make an 
entrance promptly, they keep right on talking, maintaining the illusion 
and characterization, and covering the break so well that the audience 
is fooled comi^letely. The great trouble is that in so doing they often ruin 
the play. I have seen an actor make the entire motivation of his part un- 
intelligible by “ad libbing” in Act I a bit of information of which the 
character was not supposed to have knowledge until Act III — ^merely to 
cover a slow prompt. I have even known an actor to give an entire plot 
away prematurely by an improvised “cover line.” 

Actors are sensitive — as they should be — to the proper rhythm and flow 
of the action; and when it is interrupted by a wrong cue or a stage wait 
they become unduly alarmed and even panicky. A three-second wait for 
a prompt or an entrance seems like an eternity, and the temptation to fill 
in with improvisation is very strong — so strong that the actor often fails 
to wait for his prompt, starts improvising, and then cannot hear the prompt 
when it comes. I recall one amusing example when I was on stage with 
another actor who started garbling a line. He was dose to the prompt box, 
and I heard the prompter give him the correct line almost instantly; but 
he was so busy trying to improvise himself out of difficulty that he could 
not hear the prompt, and kept on floundering through a tangle of words, 
getting more and more involved, and farther and farther from the text. 



272 The Ah of Acting 

though still perfectly in character. Suddenly the prompter leaned toward 
him and said, firmly, "Shut up, damn ya, and I’ll give ya the line!" It was 
inelegantly expressed, but excellent advice, applicable to many emergency 
situations. 

Improvisation may be an excellent device in classroom work, as a means 
of developing the actor’s imagination; but in actual performance it is a 
jewel-studded booby trap. In its power of maintaining illusion and keeping 
the actors in character, its momentary effect may be good. But the actor 
falling back on improvisation to cover his own or some other actor’s forget- 
fulness must, of necessity, feel the illusion from the character’s point of 
view — not the author’s; and in doing so he is extremely apt to draw on his 
total knowledge of all items from all stages of the character’s life and aU 
acts of the play. He has no time to think out their plot implications and 
select what is harmless; and as a result he may save the illusion at the 
moment only to falsify the author’s whole plan and purpose. 

One hears a great deal of nonsense about quick thinking in emergencies, 
and this or that actor’s cleverness in saving a situation by saying or doing 
just the right thing. In my observation, most cases of the kind result 
either from pure luck in blurting out the right thing (just as often it is 
the wrong thing), or from previous conditioning. It is like quick thinking 
in baseball, which is seldom really quick thinking at all, but quick aciion — 
based upon previous careful thought, and conditioned by patient daily 
drill in making limited choices and performing selective actions according 
to prescribed formulas. The actor who is most likely to do or say the right 
thing in an emergency is not the ready improviser, but the one who has 
antidpated that spedfic emergency and has a plan ready to meet it; or 
the one who has certain well-rehearsed fonnulas for meeting similar emer- 
gendes whenever they arise; or the one who has been through so many 
emergendes that he has been conditioned into doing the right thing almost 
by habit. The one who stops to think out a plan will probably end in 
panicky confusion and forget his next lines as well. 

There are, of course, moments when improvisation may be helpful to 
cover a very long stage wait, provided the improvised matter is innocuous 
in itsdf, does not demand an answer from other players, and does not 
drown out the prompter. The most unassailable improvisation I ever 
heard came from an actor playing Snake in TAe School for Scandal; he for- 
got a line, said “Uh — I — ^uh — ’’ and not hearing any prompt, went on with, 
"Oh, by the way — ^uh — ^well, no I — ^the less said about that the better 1’’ — 
ending with a tone of finality that left the audience delightfully (and per- 
manently) mystified, but gave the prompter two or three seconds in which 
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to shoot him his line before collapsing with suppressed laughter. That gem 
of vacuity could not be used very often, but the principle it iUustrates has 
many applications. It was completely noncommittal, and it enfje d with a 
seemingly intentional pause which did not sound lihe a stage wait snd did 
give time for the prompt. 

Perhaps the most dangerous type of error in its potentialities for dis- 
rupting the performance as a whole is not that in which an actor forgets a 
line and gets stuck, but that in which he precipitately gives the wrong 
line — one that belongs in a later (and perhaps similar) scene, or one that 
has already been given in an earlier scene. In the latter case the actor 
whose cue is thus repeated may detect the error and refrain from giving his 
response a second time, and the prompter may cut in in time to prevent 
a replaying of the scene; but in the former case the actor addressed may 
easily be fooled by the wrong cue and give the line belonging to it, with 
the result that a page, or a scene, or a whole act may be cut, and the actors 
find themselves playing a later scene, while the prompter vainly tries to 
restore order. This kind of thing happens with distressing frequency in 
theatres where rehearsal time is inadequate, or where the players work from 
sides and learn their parts too literally by cue. A prompter finds it difficult 
to make himself heard when the actors go right on talking; but he should 
realize that an audible prompt is much better than a garbled play, and he 
should, if necessary, shout the correct line. When an actor jumps a page 
or more, it often cuts another actor’s entrance; in that case the actor 
affected can sometimes rescue his comrades by. going right on stage and 
interrupting with his proper entrance line; the first thing a good prompter 
does in such cases is to send the actor on for that purpose. Such an entrance 
may be a little irrelevant, but it seldom seems as strange to the audience 
as it does to the players, and it usually diverts audience attention long 
enough to enable the other actors to collect their wits. 

Even in the best-regulated and most efficient theatres, aH hands must 
be constantly alert to avoid these sudden and unexpected cuts and cut- 
backs. An actor on stage who gets what he recognizes as a wrong cue 
should not be trapped into giving the corresponding wrong line; he should 
give the correct line, even if the wrong cue makes it sound incoherent, for 
incoherence on one line is quickly passed over, but the garbling of whole 
scenes can wreck the play. Cuts are most likely to occur when two scenes 
have certain similarities in wording, or business, or grouping of characters. 

The hazards of possible error in performance are so numerous and so 
infinitely varied that it would be impossible to discuss them all or even 
to foresee them all. But the young actor trying to learn how to “cover 



274 

effectively may find it helpful to ponder all, and adopt some, of the follow- 
ing condensed suggestions: 

1. Remember that the play’s the thing — not just one line, or one character. 

2. Know your lines as well as it is possible to know them — by cue, by mean- 
ing, by chronological order, by mood, and by rhytlim. Know the order so well 
that a wrong cue will not fool you, and you will know the right speech without 
the cue. 

3. While on stage, listen to meanings and rhytluns, not just to cues, 

4. When an actor gives you the wrong cue, give him the right line anyhow, 
even if irrelevant. If you can modify it enough to conceal tlie irrelevancy without 
too much stumbling or delay, well and good — ^but be sure to give the next speaker 
his right cue. 

5. When you hear other players going off their lines and giving each other 
wrong cues a moment before you are to speak, cut in with your own right speech 
at the first opportunity, making it a little louder than usual to tip off the others. 
Many an incipient chaos has been checked that way. 

6. When you have forgotten a line without being aware of it, and suddenly 
hear your prompt, or realize that tlie stage wait is of your making, do not start 
violently and say your line hurriedly. Say it a little more slowly than usual, and 
with a little more volume, and perhaps a little more expression. 

7. When you realize you have forgotten a line, do not turn and glance at tlio 
prompter, or tap your forehead, or assume a worried expression. Hold cverytliing, 
and listen carefully for the prompt. If you do not hear it clearly enough to be 
sure of it, do not start sputtering or improvising; wait for the repeat. True, a 
second prompt is twice as embarrassing as the first, but a third is ten times as 
embarrassing; and if you drown out the second you will need the tliird. 

8. If a prompt does not come instantly when you need it, do not be in a 
hurry to improvise; wait a little longer. Remember that it does not seem as long 
to the audience as it does to you, especially if you give no sign of panic. 

9. If you must improvise, try business first, rather than lines. If standing, 
move deliberately (not suddenly) to another spot, look out a window or into a 
mirror, or pick up something from a table, or place a chair and sit down; if sit- 
ting, get up (not too hastily) and go for a match, or a cigarette, or to look out 
the window, or what not. But listen for the prompt, and do not make noises 
that may prevent you from hearing it. As soon as you get your prompt and have 
said your line, return to your routine position and business (being sure to replace 
any prop you have moved). 

10. If the wait is too long to be covered by business, and you must improvise 
lines, keep them in character so far as tone and mood are concerned, but say 
nothmg that bears on the plot — not, at least, unless you are perfectly clear about 
it and certain that it can do no mischief (if you were, you would probably know 
your proper line). Talk about the weather, or about the health of a fictitious 
person not mentioned in the play. 
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11. If the stage wait is caused by the failure of a character to enter, fiU in 
with movement, business, or inconsequential patter, but do not try to go ahead 
with the play. Do not say, “What can be keeping So-and-So?" By the time you 
have said it the prompter wiU have said it more profanely back stage, and you 
will only tip off the audience. Remember, again, that the time is much shorter 
than it feels to you, and that somebody back stage is surely working to solve 
the problem. But make your actions bold and decisive, even if you do nothing 
more than grunt or sigh, flop m a chair, move a cushion, or straighten your tie. 

If you must improvise a line say it loudly and clearly; avoid the weak, timH 
tones that so often call attention to bad moments which would otherwise pass 
unnoticed. 

12. When an off-stage effect like a doorbell or telephone bell fails to materialize ■ 
on time, do not be in a hurry to say “I think I heard the doorbell,” or "Was that 
the telephone?” Wait a few seconds, filling in, if necessary, with a bit of business, 
a yawn, or a bit of small talk, and the chances are the effect will rnm^ . A. little 
delay does no great harm; but when an actor says, in empty silence, “Was that 
the telephone?” and an instant later the bell goes off like a fire ala-rm, illusion is 
shattered. 

13. When a character fails to make a scheduled entrance, consider quickly 
whether it would be logical and feasible for you to go and call him, or to send 
somebody else. Do not do it unless you are sure. (The best way to meet this 
situation is, of course, to prepare for it in advance, by considering in rehearsal 
just what you would do in each case if an entering character failed to show up. 
That might seem like borrowing trouble; but the great thing about an emergency 
adequately prepared for is that it usually does not happen.) 

14. Never under any circumstances allow yourself to think ahead beyond 
your next speech, or get to wondering whether you are going to miss a cue or 
bungle a line. That is the surest method known for inviting unnecessary trou- 
ble. The temptation is always greatest when you have just made one slip, or 
some other actor has, and your confidence has been momentarily shaken. 

15. If you have two scenes in which you play from the same stage position, 
with similar groupings of characters, similar lighting, mood, or tempo, or similar 
cues, be especially alert to avoid confusing them or letting other actors confuse 
you. (Such scenes should be rehearsed with special care, and all points of simi- 
larity noted, so that effective mnemonic aids may be devised to forestall con- 
fusion. The problem is easily solved in advance by ingenuity and application 
but not by mere lamentation over the similarities, or profane remarks about the 
autlior of the play.) 

Naturally, nobody could be thinking of all these things all the time; if 
he were, he would have no time or energy left to act. Nor do these brief 
notes exhaust the possibilities. They are given merely to outline the prob- 
lem of “covering,” and no actor can master that problem in a few lessons 
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by learning rules. What it takes is a long period of gradual adjustment 
based on months and years of experience. The fifteen points here given 
may easily be built up to fifty— and all of them may be subject to excep- 
tions. But perhaps they will help the actor to get started on a program of 
self-discipline. 

On-Stage Morale 

At this point the reader may be thinking that I have made acting seem 
like a terrible ordeal— a state of torment in which the poor player frets his 
hour npon the stage in perpetual fear of impending disaster, concentrating 
aU liis faculties on the negative task of keeping out of trouble or squirming 
out of it after falling in. Let us remind ourselves that what is most compli- 
cated in detail is not necessarily most important. In all the arts, the nega- 
tive considerations about what not to do, and what has gone wrong, and 
why, naturally lend themselves to more detailed analysis than the more 
general considerations of what to do, and what is going well. Indeed, it is 
only when something has gone wrong, or is in danger of going wrong, that 
we should indulge in detailed analyse at all. When things are going right 
it is better to trust ourselves, imaginatively and creatively, hoping that our 
own talents and good sense, together with what we -have learned about 
fundamentals, will enable us to achieve something generally good. 

Enough, then, of the dangers and hazards in pcrformaircc, and the task 
of avoiding or covering errors. Let us think instead of the joy of perform- 
ance; of the opportunity to do somethmg positive, creative, artistic, and 
satisfying. How, let us ask, can the actor adjust his attitude while on 
stage to achieve a maximum of creative satisfaction for himself and of 
aesthetic pleasure for his audience? 

To answer that question we need, not a detailed analysis, not another 
list of fifteen points, but a simple reminder of two or three fundamentals, 
discussed as generalities early in this book, and shown from time to time 
in many of their applications. 

First of aU, while on stage, the actor should strive to feel the dual nature 
of acting — ^not to think about it consciously, or analyze it, but to feel it 
in a general, all-over way; to feel his dual function, on two planes of exist- 
ence, as artist and as instrument. This will include (as artist) the attitude 
of sharing appreciation of the play with the author and the audience, and 
(as instrument) the maintenance of {esthetic distance or detachment. The 
means by which these things may be done are enormously variable and 
the choice relatively immaterial; but the dual attitude is all in all. 

Secondly, he should use his imagination for all it is worth — ^intensively 
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rather than, extensively. That is, he should unagine the life of the character, 
and the action of the play, as vividly and whole-heartedly as possible, try- 
ing always to intensify the sincerity and richness of his concept, but always 
in keeping with ^e concept previously worked out in rehearsal and agreed 
upon as appropriate to the play; he should iwi allow his imagination to run 
wild in fresh fields, falsifying the author’s concept and creating a new and 
unpredictable character at every performance. He should not be ashamed 
or afraid of feeling emotion, but should keep his intentions fix e d on im- 
agination, leaving emotion to take care of itself. And always he shouM 
strive to do his imagining in terms of the group, and as part of the group, 
rather than as a separate individual. When all the actors in a group suc- 
ceed in doing this, the inner community of understanding built up amnTig 
them does more for the imaginative truth and vitality of the performance, 
than any actor could do by himself. 

Finally, whatever the nature of the play— serious or frivolous, pleamg 
or painful — the actor should strive to act with vitality, enthusiasm, and 
enjo3rment. Nothing is deadlier on the stage than indiSerence. Technical 
perfection is always desirable, but vitality is much more important. One 
can forgive a few imperfections in the actor who plays with conviction and 
imaginative enthusiasm; but there is not much to be said for the colorless 
actor, however smooth and efficient, who bores himself and his audience 
to the point of weariness. 

There is perhaps a little danger that the actor who does have enthusiasm 
and vitality may expend too much of it too early in the play, and have too 
little left with which to build up the major climaxes later on. This is es- 
pecially likely to happen if the director has made the common mistake of 
neglecting the last act in rehearsal in his eagerness to perfect the first ones. 
And of course there is always the danger that enthusiasm untempered 
by judgment may lead to overacting; but this is an obvious hazard, already 
given sufficient emphasis. 

In general, good on-stage morale is a matter of good teamwork, good 
sport sman ship, and good creative imagination. But while we are still 
generalizing, let us again remind ouraelves that good morale in perforrnance 
is not to be expected unless there has been good morale at rehearsal and 
plenty of rehearsal. 


Audience Paeticipation 

Doubtless the one thing which keeps the theatre of ‘*round actors 
vitally alive in the face of economically severe competition from the 
movies, the radio, and television, is the sense of audience participation. 
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Actor and audience join in a creative exercise of the imagination, and the 
rapport between them adds to the pleasure of both. 

This is a stimulus, but also a temptation, to the actor. First of all it is a 
tremendous stimulus to his imagination. Many an actor who seems hope- 
lessly dull and unimaginative in rehearsal suddenly wakes up to the mean- 
ing of his part under the impact of audience response, Inexperienced 
actors sometimes find this response at a first performance very unexpected, 
and seem almost flabbergasted to discover that their lines really have 
meaning, and that the play is moving or amusing. After several weeks of 
rehearsal in which the same lines have been repeated again and again 
without any audience response, and often with critical interruptions, it is 
easy for the players — even experienced ones — ^to have lost their freshness 
of interest, and to have fallen into the habit of repeating their words 
absent-mindedly, with little consciousness of their direct meaning, still 
less of their implications, and still less of their imaginative overtones. As 
a result, it may take them one or two performances to get readjusted to 
the full flow of meaning. Within certain limits the stimulus of audience 
response is highly beneficial in reawakening their imaginations and giving 
their acting truth and vitality. 

Audience response is also a stimulus to the actor’s pride in doing his 
work well. This, too, can be beneficial, but within even narrower limits. 
The hazard that goes with it is not diflicult to discern. A reasonable desire 
to do one’s best and a reasonable satisfaction in the sense of achievement 
when audience response indicates success are not inconsistent with sincere 
acting and sound art. But human nature being what it is, there is always 
some danger that the actor who has tasted the flattery of audience ap- 
preciation may have his ego inflated and be tempted into playing for ap- 
plause rather than for imaginative truth. An actor who has begun to feel 
this intoxication soon finds out, unfortunately, that audience response is 
easy to get — ^provided you don’t care how. It is always easier to get an 
audible response by “hamming” a scene than by playing it sincerely; 
easier to force a laugh or a tear by exaggerated buffoonery or sentimen- 
tality. It takes more skill and judgment to analyze a response than to get 
one; it is never easy to know whether a ready response is deep and genuine, 
or whether it is that quick, nervous reaction to the obvious which people 
give so easily and regret so sheepishly a little later. Response cannot be 
safely measured by volume of sound. There are always some nitwits in an 
audience who will laugh louder at the wrong things than the judicious 
win at what is really humorous; and there are always shallow sentimen- 
talists who will sniffle loudest at the cheapest kind of tear-jerking. If 
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actors would keep this in mind they would not be so readily tempted into 
thinking that each audible response is a tribute to their own genius or 
skill, and into an ever-increasing competition with the other fellow to get 
more laughs or more applause. The danger is extremely insidious, and many 
an actor who has started with high ideals of artistic sincerity has allowed 
himself to slip so gradually into a habit of playing for applause that he has 
no suspicion of the extent to which he has cheapened himself. 

The best defense against this sort of temptation is for the actor to keep 
telling himself that he is part of a team; that it includes the author and 
director as well as the other actors; that as a member of the it is part 
of his job to make the play as enjoyable and satisfying to the audience as 
possible; that audience response, even to one of his own lines, is in no 
sense a personal tribute to him, but merely an evidence that the as a 
whole is winning the game; that what he may be tempted to regard as 
applause for his acting may be approval of the line itself, or enjoyment of 
the characterization, or amusement at the situation, and may be quite as 
much a tribute to the author as to Mm. But the temptation to vanity is 
very strong in the life of an actor, and he needs a strong character himsdf 
to resist it. 

There is another hazard in audience response especially troublesome to 
the beginner, and by no means confined to those of weak character. When, 
in the first or second performance, an actor discovers by the nature of the 
response that an audience attaches a meaning to his lines which he had 
not fully realized was there, he is likely to be grateful for the hint, and to 
seize upon it imaginatively as part of the common creative experience. 
When the meaning so discovered happens to be the right one, or one con- 
sistent with the larger meanings intended by the author, no harm is done. 
But audiences sometimes jump too readily at meaning not so intended, 
especially when not familiar with the play, and if this happrais too often a 
pliable actor is easily misled into false interpretations. After all, the author 
has some right to decide what the play is about, and presumably he knows; 
while the audience cannot know until after it has seen the play. A wise 
actor, therefore, will not allow the impulses of an audience to dictate to 
him too completely. He will remember, too, that different audiences re- 
spond differently to the same play, and that while it is often possible to 
humor them by minor shifts in emphasis or tone, it is not fair to the 
author, nor to the integrity of the art, to allow each audience to rewrite 
the play to suit itself. 

TMs danger is always greatest when a play is inappropriately chosen for 
the taste and temperament of the audience concerned. Audiences accus-. 
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tomed to moronic farce are almost sure to laugh in the wrong places at a 
Tiigti comedy. Audiences nourished on factual realism respond quite in- 
accurately, if at all, to poetic or abstract plays. Audiences used to one 
kind of play may, when confronted by something different, respond only 
to the novelty for novelty’s sake, and persistently miss the point. Such 
ejcperiences are hard on the actor, especially in those extreme cases in 
which he is asked to cast pearls before swine, or to serve swill to ladies and 
gentlemen. He should welcome and enjoy every evidence of imaginative 
audience participation so long as it is in key; but he should not permit 
off-key responses to distort his imaginative concept, and he should not 
depend upon audience response to supply him with the imaginative sug- 
gestions he has failed to supply for himself. 

One thing that every actor must learn can be learned only in actual per- 
formance. That is how to adjust the action and tempo to meet unexpected 
or varying audience response with as little damage as possible to the 
continuity and to the poise of the actors. As we have seen, audiences do 
vary greatly in their responses from night to night, even hi the same com- 
munity and social group. An actor may be caught off guard one night by 
an unexpectedly hearty laugh on a certain line, and may have to interrupt 
himself and repeat part of the next line after the laugh has died down. The 
next night he may be more cautious and wait for the laugh, only to be 
embarrassed by a dismal silence. These uncertainties arc inevitable, and 
the actor must learn to face them without being flustered. The only helpful 
rule is the traditional one to “hold everything” whenever the audience 
interrupts with laughter or applause, and not to go on until it begins to 
die away; but only long experience will teach an actor to feel a response 
coming (or not coming) the necessary fraction of a second ahead of time 
to permit of his making the best allowance for it. It is most difficult to 
gauge the less audible types of response — to know, for example, whether a 
quiet scene is being played faster than the audience can take it, or not fast 
enough to sustain interest and emotion. But actors do learn these things, 
and seasoned players may do a scene in three minutes for one audience, 
stretch it over four for another, and be right both times. Much of what 
was said in an earlier chapter about timing and following through may be 
applied to this problem. 

Perhaps the most trying experience in performance is learning to face a 
relatively unresponsive, or “cold,” audience without being cast down and 
disconcerted, and without letting it affect the quality of one’s playing. 
After all, the main difference between a warm and a cold audience (as- 
suming that they are from the same sodal group) may be the fact that the 
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first iiicl'u.d.63 two quick-witted hcErty laugliers on tlie sixth rowj ojid the 
second does not. Any audience less audibly responsive than last night’s 
audience seems to the nervous actor to be missing half the play, and he 
naturally feels exasperated and frustrated by it. Sut he must teach himself 
to realize that even the deadest audience includes some people capable of 
appreciating the play, and to make up his mind that he must not lessen 
their enjoyment by giving only a half-hearted performance himself. The 
less he plays for applause and the more he plays for his own imaginative 
satisfaction, the better his chance of resisting the effect of a cold audience 
and giving the quiet customers their money’s worth. 

The Cub-tain and the Call 

As the moment for the final curtain approaches, many actors experience 
an increase of tension. If the effect is imaginative, and leads simply to a 
heightening of climax, it is much to be encouraged, and is likely to result 
in what the theatre calls “a good curtain.” But the actor should not allow 
it to tempt him into rushing the conclusion with imdue haste — a common 
fault in many arts — or into tipping off the audience prematurely as to the 
outcome. . 

In some plays, of course, the latter does no harm. When the ending is not 
intended to be mysterious or surprising but is rather the inevitable culmi- 
nation of forces already understood by the audience, a growing certainty 
as to the outcome, pointed up by clearer, firmer playing, and even by a 
little increase in speed, may strengthen the final curtain. There are other 
plays, however, in which the effectiveness of the curtain depends upon the 
unexpectedness with which the ending comes about; and in such cases the 
actor must be careful not to emtidpate, or to give the slightest hint of what 
■ he knows is about to happen. Not until the “tag” line is being actually 
spoken should there be any heightening of volume or emphasis which 
might serve as a tip-off. 

However, the actor who delivers the tag line should make sure that it is 
heard. When it is timed to coincide with a descending curtain there is 
always the danger that a division of attention or a rustle of exdtement as 
people see the curtain starting down may obscure the line; and of course 
there is the usual possibility of a competing cough or sneeze. It is wise, 
therefore, for the actor concerned to be very sure of his projection on that 
line, with a little extra darity, a little extra volume, and a little extra care 
in facibg front. The tag line of Lonsdale’s ArenH We All? is the title of 
the play, the significance of which is not revealed until that moment. I 
have seen a performance of that play fall completely flat at the end be- 
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cause the actor speaking the tag line failed to give it sufficient force, 
clarity, and significance to carry through the breaking tension. Many other 
plays have surprising, amusing, pathetic, or powerful tag lines which add 
greatly to their total effectiveness; and the actor should take particular 
pains not to muff such a line. The danger of his doing so is greatly in- 
creased hy the traditional stage superstition that a tag line must never be 
spoken in rehearsal. Violation of this rule, in the opinion of many old 
actors, is sure to bring disaster on the production. There is no use arguing 
with people who are superstitious; like those who cannot eat margeiine 
unless it is dyed yellow, they are Immune to logic. But the actor who has a 
tag line to speak, and who dare not risk the outraged screams of his com- 
rades by speaking it in open rehearsal, should take pains to rehearse it 
extra well privately (when the jinx presumably does not apply), and to 
have a clear understanding with the prompter and curtain-puller as to the 
timing of line and curtain. 

For other actors on stage at the final curtain the most important warn- 
ing is just as homely and practical as that about not tripping over the 
doorsill at the first entrance. It is to restrain any impulse to look up at the 
curtain just at the critical instant, to sec whether it is coming down on 
time; or to follow it with the eyes as it descends; or to show panic if it is 
a trifle late. It is wise for an actor to consider in advance just how he will 
behave if the curtain does happen to be a little late. He will follow through, 
of course, paying no attention to the curtain itself, but keeping his mind 
fixed on the last idea in the play. If he is sitting or standing still at the 
curtain line he should hold his position firmly until the curtain is down, 
no matter how long it seems; if he is in motion he should follow the motion 
through to its final objective. Actually the danger of serious delay is very 
slight. A final curtain is often a half-second late (which seems a long time 
to the actor), but it is rarely three seconds late, even in the worst-regulated 
theatres. The actor should not be too quick to break the picture, however, 
even when the curtain is all the way down, for some curtains have a way of 
bouncing a little before settling into place, and it is rather distressing to 
an audience to have the dramatic illusion of the final moment rudely shat- 
tered by a vision of running feet. It should, of course, be the stage man- 
ager’s business to see that such things do not happen, but neither stage 
managers nor curtain-pullers are infallible, and the actor should play safe. 

With the curtain down, it is all over but the curtain call (and of course 
the post-mortem discussion, which we shall not consider). 

The curtain call is likewise the director’s or stage manager’s business; 
it is for one or the other to say, subject to theatre policy, whether there is 
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to be a curtain call at all, whetlier there is to be more fhat) one, whether 
the first is to be a tableau call repeating the stage picture as it was just 
before the curtain, which actors are to take each call, whether they are to 
remain in character, and how they are to be arranged. But the actor is 
still responsible for the way he carries out his part of it. 

Unfortunately many actors fail to realize the importance of a curtain 
call, or the extent to which a player is judged by the final impression he 
leaves with the audience. 

In the conunercial theatre, bitter ei^erience has taught the theatre-goer 
to expect very artificial curtain calls. He knows that the manager will try 
to force as many calls as he can squeeze out of the audience, and he is 
prepared to see the actors— especially the star— take them with a good 
deal of vanity and some effort to monopolize the attention. He does not 
like it, but accepts it rather cynically as an inescapable part of “show 
business,” and on the rare occasions when it does not happen he is duly 
pleased and a bit surprised. In the non-commercial theatre he expects a 
little more modesty, and is usually satisfied with one or two unpretentious 
calls, taken by the whole cast. But if he has enjoyed the play a little more 
than usual, he feels inclined to show it by a generous number of calls, and 
likes the sensation that he is giving the players a little more applause than 
they expected. He does not like to see them take it with painful ama- 
teurishness, and cools off quickly if they seem startled or confused on a 
first or second call, do not seem to know their, places, how to stand, and 
whether to bow or not. But he cools off even more quickly if he finds them 
too well prepared, bowing and smirking effusively in imitation of second- 
rate professionals. And he particularly dishkes the one actor in the group 
who behaves as if the call were exclusively for him. 

The wise actor, therefore, will steer a middle course in taking curtain 
calls, adjusting his behavior to that of the group, and to prevailing local 
custom. He will not be noticeably more backward, or more forward, than 
the others. He will naturally look pleased if the audience has apparently 
enjoyed the play, but he will not make the mistake of supposing that their 
applause is mainly for his outstanding performance. He wiU be well aware 
that the unguarded moment of the curtain call is the moment when an 
actor with a prima-donna complex is most likely to give himself away , 
even if he has restrained his attitude in performance. 

I once knew a very able player who (pretending modesty) always asked 
the director to put bim at the end of the line in the curtain call rather 
tVian at stage center. But as the curtain rose for the call he always con- 
trived to be a half-second late in walking on, with the result that aU eyes 
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shifted to him as the only figure in motion, and were focused on him at 
the precise moment that he made his modest, self-deprecatory, but per- 
fectly timed bow. It worked quite well the first few times, but he soon 
a reputation for it, and both audiences and directors got tired of having 
him around. I knew another and even more able player who managed to 
conceal his insufferable vanity from audiences in performance (though not 
from his comrades in rehearsal), but who gave himself away at the curtain 
call each night by bowing more violently than his fellows, smiling more 
broadly, beaming more happily at the players to his right and left, and 
kissing the hand of the leading lady more effusively than seemed necessary. 

An actor need not be stupid, or awkward, or naive about taking his call^ 
but he can take it with dignity and quiet restraint. It will help him greatly 
if he remains imaginatively in character, and in key with the play — ^not to 
the extent of continuing the action or situation, but suflicicntly to show a 
decent respect for the illusion just concluded, and an unwillingness to 
shatter it too cruelly. 

In other words, as the final curtain descends, the actor should leave with 
his audience a conclusive impression of unimpaired good taste. If there is 
any better principle to guide him in his art, from the first rehearsal to the 
last curtain call, I do not know what it is. 
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footnotes, but not always accurate. Extensive and unusual bibliography. 
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Diderot, Denis. The Paradox of Acting {Le Paradoxe sur le ComSdien), (Trans, 
by W. H. PoUock.) (London, 1769-) 

The famous controversial essay, revived by Coquelin in 1881. 
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Gakcia, Gustav. The Actor’s Art. (London, Simpkins, 1888.) 

One of the more comprehensive attempts to codify the whole technique of acting, 
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Unfortunately, most of these books deal largely with tlie glamour of stage life 
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Le Gallienne, Eva. At jj. (Longmans, Green, 1934.) 
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Logan, Olive. Before the Footlights and Behind the Semes. (Paimalee, 1870.) 
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Pollock, Sir Frederick (Ed.). Macready’s Reminiscences. (Macmillan, 1873.) 

An edited autobiography, containing much exposition of a very thoughtful actor’s 
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WiLSTACH, Paul, Richard Mansfield. (Scribner, 1908.) 

A thorough, if too eulogistic, account of the man and his methods. 

Morse, Frank P. Backstage with Henry Miller. (Dutton, 1938.) 

Biography of an actor-manager whose experience bridged the gap between the old 
ways and the new. 


Morris, Clara. life on the Stage, and The Life of a Star. (McClure, 1902 and 
1906, 2 vols.) 

Remarkably Interesting as human documents, and fairly rich in reflections of her 
own aims and methods in acting. 

Morris, Clara. Stage Confidences. (Lothrop, 1902.) 

Anecdotes and advice for stage-struck young ladies. Very readable. 

Murdoch, James E. The Stage. (Phila., Stoddart, 1880.) 

Reminiscences of fifty years. Somewhat richer in humorous anecdote than in help- 
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ful instruction; yet it gives a vivid picture of actors and their ways in the heyday of 
the American theatre. 

Salvini, Tommaso. Autobiography. (Century, 1893.) 

GeneraJly personal, but contains one helpful chapter on how he studied his art. 

Campbell, Thomas. The Life of Mrs. Siddons. (Harper, 1834.) 

A fascinating story of the actre.ss who was hissed off the London stage but came 
back to become the most popular stage idol in English history. 

Skinner, Otis. Footlights and Spotlights, (Bobbs-Merrill, 1924,) 

Readable, gossipy, full of amazing tales of slipshod, devil-may-care professional 
theatre, along witli serious discussions of the actor’s art. The chapter on emotion in 
acting is possibly the most helpful. 

Skinner, Cornelia Otis. Family Circle. (Houghton, Mifflin, 194S.) 

Contains interesting sidelights on the Skinners and on Madame Modjeska and 
her art. 

Stanislavsky, Constantin. My Life in Art. (Little, Brown, 1924.) 

Largely a history of the Moscow Art Theatre, but gives his theories of acting rather 
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Stoddart, James H. RecoUeclions of a Player, (Century, 1902.) 
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nineteenth century. 

Tyler, George C. Whateroer Goes Up. (Bobbs-Merrill, 1934.) 

Reminiscences of a manager who cared enough about the old ways to promote a 
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Wallace, Lester. Memories of Fifty Years. (Scribner, 1889.) 

More about actors than acting, by one of a famous family. 

Warde, Frederick. Fifty Years of Make-Believe. International Press Syndicate, 
1920.) 
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theatre experience. 

VOICE TRAINING AND PHONETICS 

(These, of course, are controversial subjects, and there is no general agreement 

as to which are the best books. The following are among the most widely used, 

but the student would do well to compare several m each field, and not to believe 

everything he finds in print on either subject.) 

Bhigance, W. N. Your Everyday Speech. (Whittlesey, 1939.) 

A good, common-sense American approach to the general problem of speech train- 
ing. 

McLean, Margaret P. Good American Speech, (Dutton, Rev., 1939.) 

An older work, cited for contrast, the standards being northeastern and cosmopoli- 
tan rather than midwestern, and savoring more of the stage than the street. 

Kantner, C., and West, R. Phonetics. (Harper, 1933, Rev. 1941.) 

Perhaps the most popular American text on the subject. 
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Thomas, C. K. An Introduction to the Phonetics of American English. (Ronald 
Press, 1935.) 

A scholarly but liberal treatment, which does not agree on all points with the pre- 
ceding one. 

Behdkr, J. F., and Fields, V. Phonetic Readings in American English. (Pitman, 

1939O 

A practical exercise book for learning I.P.A., with transcriptions of many varieties 
of American speech. More accurate in vowel symbols ^ha.T> most books on the subject. 

Kenyon, J. S., and Knott, T. A. A Pronouncing Dictionary of American English. 
(Merriam, 1944.) 

Deals only with pronunciation, using I.P.A. symbols, simplified to the point of 
some inaccuracy. American standards. 

Jones, Daniel. An English Pronouncing Dictionary. (Dutton, 'jth Ed., X946.) 

Also confined to pronunciation, and the first English dictionary to use I.P.A. The 
London standard. No actor should be without it. 

American College Dictionary. (Text Ed., Harper, 1948.) 

A general dictionary of somewhat larger size than most student dictionaries. Uses 
compromise phonetic symbols for indicating pronunciations, and bases its standards 
much more on numerical prevalence and less on tradition than either of the pro- 
nouncing dictionaries mentioned above. Very well printed and bound, and popular 
with students for general use. 

Greet, W. Cabell. World Words. (Columbia U. Press, 1948, Rev.) 

A special pronouncing dictionary of place and proper names. 

Fowler, H. W. Modem English Usage, (Oxford, 1926.) 

British in standards, but the most stimulating and helpful book available on the 
more vexing and difficult questions of usage. Gives reasons. Highly readable, even 
witty. 

Herman, L. and M. S. Mamal of Foreign Dialects. (Chicago, 1943.) 

An original and enterprising attempt to present the phonetics of 31 dialects, using 
a system of notation which some readers find more startling emd baffiing than the 
I.P.A. Should be helpful to those who can master the code. 

Murdoch, James E. The Technique of the Speaking Voice. (Stephens, 1915.) 

An old text by an actor whose own voice was one of the most famous. Based on 
Rush’s Philosophy of the Human Voice, it presents tlie older ideas as well as any. 

Anderson, Virgil. Training for the Speaking Voice. (Oxford, 1942.) 

One of the most widely used of recent texts. 

Lawson, F. D. The Human Voice. (Harper, 1944.) 
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Stanley, Douglas. Your Voice. (Pitman, 1945.) 

A recent re-statement by the author of a famous but controversial system of voice 
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Karr, Harrison M. Your Speaking Voice. (Glendale, Cal., Gnfl 5 n-Patterson, 
Rev. 1946.) 
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vocal method by well-known speakers. 



The Art of Acting 


294 


SCREEN, RADIO, AND TELEVISION 

(There is a great volume of literature on these subjects, but surprisingly little 
of it bears helpfully on the technique of acting, especially in the last two fields. 
Most of the following books throw more light on the background of these arts 
than on their special problems in acting.) 

Marsh, Mae. Scuen Acting. (Stokes, 1921.) 

One of the few easily available books on this subject, by a star of the silent screen. 
Much about pantomimic action. 

Albertson, Lillian. Motion Picture Acting. (Funk, Wagnalls, 1948.) 

A new publication in this field, lavishly advertised. 

Waller, Judith. Radio; The Fifth Estate. (Houghton Mifflin, 1946.) 

A general survey of radio as it is. Extensive bibliography, but with little reference 
to acting problems. 

Abbot, Waldo. Handbook of Broadcasting. (McGraw-Hill, 1937.) 

Not new, but the best-known book of its kind. Contains 22 pages on radio dramat- 
ics, including a few on acting. 

Crews, Albert. Radio Production Directing. (Houghton Mifflin, 1944.) 

Written from the viewpoint of the director, but contains more information of 
possible use to the actor than any radio book so far. 

Weaver, Luther. The Technique of Radio Writing. (Prentice-Hall, 1948.) 
Includes some discussion of radio drama, which might be of interest to the actor; 
also presents the advertiser’s viewpoint in a way to give tire actor pause. 

CoTT, Ted. How to Audition for Radio. (N. Y., Greenberg, 1946.) 

A recent handbook for radio speakers and actors. 

Rose, Oscar. Radio Broadcasting and Television. (Wilson, 1947.) 

An annotated bibliography, containing many titles on other phases of these in- 
dustries, but few on acting. 

Hubbell, Richard T. Television Programming and Production. (Murray Hill 
Books, 1945.) 

The most comprehensive book on television arts, with some material on acting 
techniques. 

Eddv, Captain W. C. Television; The Eyes of Tomorrow. (Prentice-Hall, 1945.) 
A popular exposition of the mechanics and business of television, but includes a 
chapter on acting for that medium. 

STAGE MAKE-UP 

(There is no substitute for practical experience in tliis field, but the actor who 
would learn to do his own make-up, as every actor should, will find many books 
available on the subject. Among the most practical are some of the pamphlets 
put out by the manufacturers of materials. From the long list of published books 
I would suggest one of the following as likely to fit the actor’s need.) 
Chalmers, Helena. The Art of Make-Up. (Appleton, 1925.) 

An older elementary handbook, still popular. 
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CossoN, Richard. Stage Make-Up. (Crofts, 1942.) 

Much more thorough and comprehensive, and more up to date, but still limited to 
the more common techniques. 

Steenkovsky, Serge. The Art oj Make-Up. putton, 1937.) 

Still more elaborate. Covers some of the more difficult techniques in plastic 
malte-up so popular with those who like to do the bard way. 

MISCELLANEOUS REFERENCE WORKS 

SoBEL, Bernard. Theatre Handbook and Digest of Plays. (Crown, 1940.) 

An extremely useful book in dictionary form, containing information about actors, 
plays, theatre history, theatre techniques, etc. Not exhaustive (it is only one volume), 
and not 100 percent accurate, but well worth owning. Lengthy bibliography. 

The Encyclopedia Britannica. 

The later editions of this world-famous reference work include excellent articles 
by modern theatre leaders on many phases of theatre technique, inrluHing acting. 
Aixen, James Turney. Stage Antiquities of the Greeks and Romans. (Longmans, 
Green, 1927.) 

This little factual work contains most of what is really known about the ancient 
theatre. Good bibliography. 

Neilson, W. a., and Thorndiee, A. H. The Facts About Shakespeare. 

Another tiny volume that contains practically aU that is really known about 
Shakespeare, leaving out the guesswork. Good bibliography. 

Furness, H. H. and others. The Variorum Shakespeare. (Lippincott) 

A tremendous, multi-volume work, still not quite finished, witt which the student 
actor who hopes to act Shakespeare should get. acquainted; a mine of comparative 
comment on the texts and their interpretation. 

PERIODICALS 

(Many important articles on acting, as on other phases of theatre art, are to be 
found in the periodicals, including tie files of those no longer published. Among 
the latter, mention should be made of the American Theatre Magazine, the Eng- 
lish Theatre Magazine, the Theatre Guild Magazine, the Drama, the German 
Das Theater, and many others. The student should know how to use the Reader's 
Guide to Periodical Literature, an annual index; also the Dramatic Index, a spe- 
cialized supplement since 1909. Listed below are a few of the more recent 
periodicals likely to be useful.) 

Theatre Arts (formerly The Theatre Arts Monthly). (New York.) 

From 1916 to 1948 a serious, tasteful periodical for artists in the theatre, including 
actors, and the one indispensable publication in its field. In February, 1948, it was 
sold to the owners of the defunct Stage, and became a glamour magazine of “show 
business”— useful, perhaps, in its own field, but quite foreign to its long and honor- 
able tradition 
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National Theatre Conference Bulletin. (Cleveland, N.T.C.) 

A quarterly bulletin full of stimulating material for workers in the non-commercial 
theatre, including actors. 

The Theatre Annual. (N. Y,, The Theatre Library Association) 

An annual publication, since 1942, of scholarly studies on the theatre, Including 
some on acting. 

The Quarterly Journal of Speech. (Organ of the Speech Association of America, 
formerly the National Association of Teachers of Speech, with offices at tlie 
University of Missouri.) 

Published since igis, it contains most of the important articles on educational 
dramatics, including many on acting and the teaching of acting; also critical reviews 
of old and new books in the field, and of hundreds of articles in popular and profes- 
sional journals. 

Variety. (New York.) 

The weekly newspaper of "show business” in all its forms. 

PERIODICAL ARTICLES, MONOGRAPHS, ESSAYS, AND EXCERPTS 

(Many of the most valuable items in this classification will be found in the 
Publications of the Dramatic Museum of Columbia University. These have ap- 
peared at various dates in groups of small volumes, each containing several 
items. These include many reprints of famous speeches or essays on theatre, es- 
pecially on acting, some of them long out of print or extremely difficult to find 
in any other edition. A few of the most important titles are mentioned below, 
together with a selected list of short items on acting from many other sources.) 

Columbia University: Publications of the Dramatic Museum. Selected Titles: 
Boucicault, Dion. “The Art of Acting.” (Introduction by Otis Skinner.) 
Boucicault, Dion. “Coquelin — ^Irving." 

Coquelin, Constant. “Actors and Acting.” 

Coquelin, Constant. “Art and tire Actor.” 

Coquelin, Constant. “A Reply to Mr. Henry Irving.” 

Coquelin, Constant. “A Reply to Mr. Dion Boucicault,” 

Gillette, William. “The Illusion of the First Time.” (Introduction by George 
Arliss.) 

Jenkins, H. C, F. "Mrs. Siddons as Lady Macbeth and as Queen Katherine.” 
Arnold, Matthew. “Letters of an Old Playgoer." 

Irving, Henry. “M. Coquelin on Actors and Acting.” 

Kemble, Frances Ann. “On the Stage.” (Introduction by George Arliss.) 
Talma, Francois. “Reflexions on the Actor’s Art.” 

Abbott, Hazel. “The Soviet Theatre — ^Acting and Staging.” (Quarterly Journal 
of Speech, Oct., 1937.) 

Adams, W. Bridges, “Shakespearean Tradition in the Theatre.” (Quarterly 
Journal of Speech, Nov., 1930.) 

Barclay, Bernard. “Gordon Craig’s Theories of Acting.” (Theatre Annual, 1947.) 
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interest chiefly to^a^^^lt Je^wSkas^^f changing technical terms of 

tahlished teJa Which ^ 

most likely to cause him embarrassment.) 


Act Dkop. The working curtam which is closed between acts. May refer to a 
lighter temporary curtain behind the permanent one. 

slang for a contfact clause by which the manager agrees 
to pay the actor’s board. ® 

tae. Applied cMy to the reduced loiestage ot the nmeleeith century, not 
the deep one of the eighteenth. 

Asena Production. Production in a central acting space with the audience 
sitting all around it. 

Asbestos. The fireproofed safety curtain, whether made of asbestos or some 
other material. 


Aside (ttoun). A line or speech delivmed by the actor away from other char- 
acters, and more or less communicatively to the auHiVt^ p f . 

Back Ciotii. Same as Back Deop. 

Back Deof. A drop used as the most remote background of a set. 

Back Stage. Properly the portion of the theatre back of the proscenium but 
outside the stage itself. Loosely used by some to include all offstage areas 
behind the scenes. 

Backing. A flat, hinged flat, or drop used as background for a door or window 
in the set. 

Balloon (verb). To blow up in one’s lines; actor’s slang. 

Baenstoeming. Playing successively in many small towns, usually in one- 
night stands, often in improvised theatres. 

Batten. Any strip of wood or metal used to stiffen a piece of scenery; especially 
a pipe or length of wood suspended on the lines for hanging drops. 

Bit. a veiy small part, but usually with some lines, as distinguished from a 
walk-on. 

Blackout. A sudden, complete extinguishing of lights; sometimes used instead 
of a curtain to divide scenes. 

BoaIrds, The. An old name for the stage in general. 

Boeder. Properly a shallow drop suspended from the lines as part of the over- 
head masking in open settings. Less correctly, a nickname for a strip of 
border lights. 

BoSder Lights. Lights hung between the borders to light the set from above. 

Box Set (or Setting). A closed set consisting of wall flats and a ceiling piece. 

899 
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Btjud It (serS) . To build up the tension, tempo, or climax of a scene. 

Bunch Light. An open box reflector containing a “bunch” of small lamps; 
now largely replaced by high-wattage olivettes. 

Business. See Stage Business. 

Buskin {figurative), A symbol for tragedy. 

Buskin, Sock, Cothuenus. Do not believe the popular definitions of these 
terms; see Allen’s Stage Antiquities. 

Cable. The insulated cord feeding current to lighting units, and skillfully 
placed for the actor to trip over. 

Call Boaed. The back-stage bulletin board, on which casting and rehearsal 
calls and other items are posted. 

Call-Bov. a boy or man (nowadays it may be a girl) whose duty is to call the 
actors for their entrances. 

Caeeiage Teade. Aristocratic patronage at the box office. 

Clapieap. a cheap device to trap or catch applause. 

Cleahees. See Peopeety Man. 

Closet Deama. A play written to be read rather than acted — or one more 
suited to that purpose, whatever the author may think. 

Clown. A rough, uncouth, comic character — historically quite different from 
a fool or jester, and from a Harlequin, Pierrot, or Pantaloon. 

Columbine. The chief female character in historic pantomime. 

CoMMEDiA Dell’ Aexe, The Italian comedy of improvisation, especially in 
the sixteenth century. 

Cothuenus (Kothoenos). See Buskin. 

Counter-Weight. A sandbag or other weight rigged to balance the weight of 
a piece of filed scenery for easier lifting. May crack the skull of an actor 
standing in the wrong place. 

Cut Drop. A drop with part of its area cut away, as in the case of a woodland 
set. 

Cut-Out. A ground-row with a cut profile. 

Cyc, Sike, or Syke. Abbreviation or nickname for cyclorama. The first spell- 
ing is the usual one. 

Cyclorama. A curved back drop or cylindrical wall partly encircling the stage. 

Dimmer. A rheostat, autotransformer or other device for reducing electric 
current, especially to dim the lights gradually. 

Director. The artist in charge of a production. In the commercial theatre his 
responsibility usually ends when performances begin. 

Dock. Storage space for scenery. 

Dog Town. Any town commonly used by N. Y. managers to try a show out 
before the N. Y. opening — "to try it on the dog.” 

Dome. See Sky Dome. 

Down Stage. Toward the audience. 
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Drapes. Hanging units of cloth or other non-rigid material. 

j’. length curtain hung on the lines, either for background or to 

divide scenes. 

Eccentric Comedian. The old stock company name for a funny man » dis- 
tinguished from a comedy Ipii d 

Extra. The modern term for a supernumerary. 

Fake {wrb). ^ To cover by improvising lines (or business). 

Fi.A'n A unit of scenery stiffened by some sort of framework to keep the surface 

Flies. The space above the stage; not the borders hung in the flies. 

Floodlight. A lighting unit which spreads the light, usually without a lens. 

Fly (oerJ, trans ) . T o haul something up into the flies. The past tense and past 
participle are ‘ flied.” ('*Flown’* is nonsense, a nicety often heard from 
those distrusting their grammar or their theatre history. "Flied" mpans 
“put in the flies” — ^not “given a ride on a kite.” It is no more ungrammati- 
cal than “floored” or “cornered” or “housed” or “treed.”) 

Fly Gallery. The overhead platform from which the fly lines are operated 
(omitted in some modern theatres). 

Flyman. A stage hand assigned to operate the lines. 

Floats. The British term for foots, or footlights. 

Footlights. Strip lights or boxed lights set in the floor at the front of the stage. 

Foots. Nickname for footlights. 

Forestage. The stage in front of the proscenium; very large in eighteenth 
century theatres. 

. Front (or Out Front). The front of the house; everything outside the prosce- 
nium except the apron or forestage (if any). 

Gag. a humorous or picturesque interpolation, not in the text of the play. 

Gallery. The second, upper, or rear balcony. Traditionally, also, the more 
emotionally demonstrative crowd apt to be sitting there. 

Gelatine Frame. A frame of metal or wood to hold gelatines or other color 
mediums, and often stacked where actors can knock it over with a clatter. 

Gelatines. Sheets of colored gelatine (or plastic) used to give color in lighting 
units. 

Grid. Nickname for the gridiron. 

Gridiron. The framework above the stage (whether of wood or metal) which 
holds the pulleys carrying the lines. 

Grip. A stage hand assigned to moving scenery on the stage level, as distmct 
from a flyman. 

Groundlings. The poorer patrons, who, in Shakespeare’s time, stood on the 
ground in the pit instead of sitting in the top gallery. 

Ground-Row. A low piece of scenery set in front of a sky drop to give depth 
to a distant view. 
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Ham. Slang for a poor actor, especially one who overacts. Said to have origi- 
nated in the fact that most actors itch to play Hamlet and many do — even 
in other plays. 

Hamd Props. Small items of stage property carried on by the actors instead 
of being placed on the stage. 

Harlequin. A stock character in historical pantomime, especially in the type 
called “Harlequinade.” 

House. The auditorium; also, figuratively, the people in it. 

House Lights. The auditorium lights. 

Ingenue. The female juvenile lead, usually cast for sweet ingenuous parts as 
contrasted with the soubrette. 

Jack-Kniee Stage. An arrangement of two wagon stages, pivoted at opposite 
sides to swing alternately into acting position. 

Jog, a narrow flat used to make a slight offset in a wall. 

Judicious, The. Hamlet’s term for the more intelligent members of the audi- 
ence {Bamlet's Advice to the Players). 

Juvenile. The young actor (or less frequently, actress) playing characters up 
to the age of 25 or thereabouts; not necessarily a child. 

Lash {verb). To fasten flats together with lash lines. 

Lash Cleats. The metal spurs on the backs of flats over which the lash line 
is caught to draw the flats together. 

Lash Line. A piece of sash cord hung at one edge of a flat to permit lashing it 
to the next one. 

Left. .See Stage Lett. 

Lett Center. The area roughly halfway between stage center and extreme 
stage left. 

Leg Drop. A drop cut out at the center so that it functions as a border and 
two wing drops (the "legs”). 

Legit. The old-time trouper’s slang for the “legitimate” drama, as distin- 
guished from musical and variety shows. 

Limelight. The center of emphasis, the term deriving from old-type spotlights 
in which a heated cylinder of calcium or limestone provided a strong white 
light. 

Lines. The ropes used to suspend scenery in the flies. 

Long Line. The line in each set of lines running over the pulley farthest from 
the pin rail. 

Marionettes. Doll actors; specifically the type operated by strings, from 
above, as distinguished from puppets. The terms are often confused. 

Mask (»om»). A more or less rigid covering for the actor’s face to disguise him 
without cosmetic make-up. 

Mask {v&rb). To trim the setting in sucli a way as to hide all off-stage areas 
not meant to be seen 
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Masque or Mas^ A make-up preparation for darkening or lightening the 
hair, especially the eye-lashes. iigntening me 

Movement. See Stage Movement 

Oee Stage. Outside the acting area or visible area of the stage. 

Olivette. A flood-light mounted on a standard. 

One. See Scene in One. 

Pantaloon, A stock character in historic pantomime. Same as Pantalone, 
Paper (verb). To fill the house by issuing many free passes. 

Pierrot. A stock character in historic pantomime. 

Pin The rail to which the fly lines are belayed, whether located on a 

fly gallery or elsewhere. 


“Places I" The stage-manager’s call to the playHs to warn them that the act 
is about to begin. 

Plastic (mom«). A S3mthetic material. 

Plastic (adjective). Three-dimensionalj having a feeling of depth as well as 
height and width. 

Practical. An adjective applied to any piece of stage property that actually 
works, or can be used. 

Producer. In the U. S., usually the owner or chief owner of a production. In 
England, usually the director. 

Properties. All items of visible stage equipment not part of the scenery and 
not electrical. 

Property Man. Foreman of property men, usually called “clearers." 

Props. Nickname for properties; also for the property man. 

Proscenium. The wall which divides the stage from the house. 

Proscenium Arch (or Frame), The opening in the proscenium through 
which the audience sees the play. 

Puppets. Doll actors; specifically, those operated from below as in the tradi- 
tional Punch and Judy shows. 

Regisseur. The Continental European term for the master director. 

Repertory, The practice of keeping several plays alive and playing them in 
frequent but often irregular rotation. 

Revolving Stage. A circular turntable stage. Inaccurately applied to other 
types of swinging or pivoted stages. 

Rhythm. Properly, a more-or-less regular recurrence of emphasis in any me- 
dium. Sometimes loosely used to cover style, mood, etc. 

Right. See Stage Right, 

Right Center. The area roughly halfway between stage center and extreme 
stage right. 

Scene, i. A setting, a. A locality suggested by the setting. 3. A piece of 
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action taking place with continuity and without change of locality. 4. A 
piece of action having some unity of thought and mood. 5. (In European 
drama) A conversation unbroken by exits or entrances and ending when 
either occurs. 

Scene in One. A scene played shallow, usually before a drop; traditional term 
going back to the days of wing settings operating in grooves, numbered 1, 
2, 3, etc. 

Scene in Two. A slightly deeper scene equivalent to tlie depth of two sets 
of grooves in the old days. 

Shift (verb). To change settings. 

Short Line. The line in each set attached to the scenery on the side nearest 
the pin rail. 

Sill Iron. The metal strip across a door opening for actors- to trip over. 

Skv Dome. A cyclorama which includes spherical curvature above to take the 
lights and create the illusion of space; usually of plaster or other heavy, 
rigid construction. 

Sock. Ste Btjskin. 

Soliloquy. A passage spoken by the actor when alone or apart. It may be 
communicative, like an aside, or purely meditative. 

Soubrette. A young actress usually cast for pert vivacious parts. 

Spot. Nickname for spotlight. 

Spotlight. A lighting unit with lens and reflector to concentrate the light. 

Stage Brace. A length of wood or metal, usually extendable, for bracing flats 
from behind and tripping actors. 

Stage Business. Any bodily action performed as part of the play, especially 
one involving an individual actor rather than the group. An older term than 
Stage Movement, and more inclusive. 

Stage Carpenter. Head foreman of stage hands and foreman of grips and 
flymen. 

Stage Electrician. Foreman of the electrical crew. 

Stage Left. The part of the stage to the actor’s left as he faces the audience 
(British terminology often reverses this). 

Stage Manager. The back-stage executive, responsible for running the pro- 
duction under the director’s instructions, and after the director is through. 

Stage Movement. The planned movement of actors about the stage, es- 
pecially in relation to the grouping. Often combined with, or a part of, stage 
business. 

Stage Props. Items of property placed on the stage before an act (even 
though handled later by tlie actors). 

Stage Eight., The actor’s right as he faces the audience (American usage). 

Stage Screw. A hand screw for fastening tlie stage brace to tlie floor. 

Stock. In the old days, a resident repertory company. Later, a second rate 
company producing plays hurriedly for a local audience, usually with a 
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w^kly ch^ge of biU. Now usuaJly a summer company, pkymg at a resort, 
with a student group to help pay the bills. 

“Stbike 1” The stage-manager’s call to the crew to begin changing a set, and a 
warnmg to tlie actors to get out of the way immediately 

Sttpernumesahy. An extra player, beyond the number regularly employed 
brought in to play a waUt-on part. , ■ 

Tag Line. The final speech of a scene, or more especially of the whole play. 

Teaser. The permanent first border, serving with the tormentors as an ad- 
justable false proscenium frame. 

Theatre. The ancient name for a place to see shows, coming down to us from 
the Greek Iheairon tlirough the Latin and French. A word full of tradition 
and flavor in its English form. The speUing "theater” is an atrocity, foisted 
upon the American masses by journalists and printers, and detested by 
theatre-lovers generally. 

Tormentor Entrance. The down-stage entrance, right or left, immediately 
adjacent to the tormentor. Historically, the entrance may have hf-m so 
called before the flat. 

Tormentors. The permanent flats or drapes just behind the proscenium, 
serving with the teaser as a false proscenium. 

Trap. A trap-door in the stage floor. 

Unskh-epul, The. Hamlet’s term for the less intelligent members of the au- 
dience (Adaice to the Players). 

Up Stage. Toward the rear of the playing apace, away from the audience. 

Up-Stage (verb, tram.). To put another actor at a disadvantage by keeping up 
stage, forcing him to talk away from the audience, with his back to it. 

Up Stage (predicate adjective). Addicted to the practice of “up-staging” others 
— ^literally or figuratively. 

Wagon Stage. Any rolling or sliding platform on which scenery is pre-set to 
be moved quickly into place. 

Walk-On. A part without lines such as might be played by an extra or super- 


numerary. 

Wing Flats. The flats masking the wings. Historically, the wings probably 
got their names from the flats, not the reverse, but to old actors “the wings” 
meant the space, not the scenery. 

Wings. The off-stage spaces right and left of the acting area. Inaccurately, the 
flats or drapes masking the wings. 

Woodwing. A wing flat (usually with a hinged flap) painted as part of a 
woodland setting. 

X-Ray Border. The first row of border lights, just behind the proscenium; 
usually made up of varied types of spots and floods. 
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